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ABSTRACT
During the spring of 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic forever changed the lives of
Americans. Being an educator, I experienced the school shutdowns of March 2020 and
felt the impacts on our educational system on a personal level. More students than ever
failed courses needed to be promoted and to graduate high school. This led to more
students at my school needing to take VirtualSC credit recovery courses. VirtualSC credit
recovery courses are fully virtual and have no face-to-face interactions with teachers.
Instead, they are self-paced courses that provide students with learning modules that they
move through as they master each unit.
Given the social isolation that many students experienced during the school
shutdowns, my experience as a school counselor led me to believe that our school needed
to provide more social support and academic remediation for students who would
continue to take fully virtual courses even after they returned to in-person learning. The
purpose of this improvement science research study was to answer the research question:
What impact does blended learning have on students taking virtual credit recovery? The
Theoretical Framework that guided this study was Trauma-Informed practices due to the
academic learning losses and the negative social-emotional toll that students experienced
during the COVID-19 school shutdowns from Spring 2020 through the 2021 school
years. This study involved providing blended learning to a class of 28 freshmen students
taking a VirtualSC credit recovery course that they needed for graduation. Students were
provided with a daily class period during the semester in which they had consistent
internet access, an academically supportive classroom environment, and face-to-face
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certified teachers who could help them in real-time in their courses.
A mixed-method research design allowed for multiple modalities of data
collection to be gathered and analyzed. Qualitative data provided an understanding of
both students’ and teachers’ perceptions of how a lack of in-person teaching and social
interactions led to an increased need for credit recovery courses as well as an increased
need for social interactions among student peer groups and between students and
teachers. Quantitative data provided evidence that there was a significant relationship
between the blended learning interventions that were established and implemented in this
study and credit recovery passage rates. The research findings supported using blended
learning to help academically at-risk students pass their credit recovery courses and get
back on track to graduation in four years.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW
COVID-19 and its deadly, devastating effects will linger in our minds for years to
come. It created challenges that Americans never thought were possible in the twentyfirst century. Americans first heard of a flu-like virus that infected people in Wuhan,
China, in the latter part of 2019. Most people never considered the possibility that this
virus would make its way to the United States, let alone that we would be impacted by its
effects in such a personal way. However, it did. As of October 2021, the U.S. alone had
documented over 44 million cases of COVID-19 infections (Center for Disaster
Philanthropy, 2021).
The immediate problem was the death toll on hundreds of thousands of people
and its effects on our health. However, as the cases grew, the adverse impact on other
aspects of our lives, namely our children's education and emotional health, became more
evident (Aponte, 2020; Black et al., 2021; Dorn, 2020; Halladay et al., 2020; Minkos &
Gelber, 2020). As a school counselor at a public South Carolina high school, I felt the toll
it took on the school's daily operations as I knew it. The situation became immediately
overwhelming, and school shutdowns were unprecedented in this lifetime (Kuhfeld et al.,
2020; Minkos & Gelbar, 2020). One Friday in mid-March 2020, school administrators
told my colleagues and me to take our computers and whatever else was necessary to
work from home with us when we left for the day as a precaution, in case schools
suddenly shut down across the state. Initially, we were told that the school would be
closed for two weeks. However, those weeks turned into months and then the remainder
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of the school year. Students and staff never physically returned to the building that school
year (Aponte, 2020; Dorn et al., 2020; Minkos & Gelbar, 2020).
I had to face the challenge of providing students with social and emotional
support services even though I could no longer call them into my office for face-to-face
counseling. Teachers had to face the reality of suddenly converting their planned
classroom lessons into e-learning lessons within mere days. Thousands of K-12 students
in my school, district, and across the nation were impacted by the sudden closure of our
schools, and many students lost direct access to mental health supports and interactions
during this time (Aponte, 2020; Dorn et al., 2020; Mitchell & Gilreath, 2020).
The sudden school shutdown was a loss of the predictable and stable daily routine
that provided support and comfort for many students. "The potentially harmful effect of
the school closures on student mental health became a focus of national attention both
within and outside of school districts" (Biddle & Franklin, 2021, p.2). A significant
problem that schools faced was providing a rigorous instructional experience that kept
students actively involved in their learning during the school closures (Dorn, et al.,
2020).
During the shutdown and subsequent limited in-person schooling, student failure
rates skyrocketed. According to a Unified County School district report, high school
students received 11,142 Fs on their 2020 Q1 report cards compared to receiving only
5,384 Fs on their 2019 Q1 report cards (Mitchell, 2021). The COVID-19 shutdown at
AWHS caused students to lose daily, in-person support from their teachers and
interactions with peers. As a result, those who were already struggling academically
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experienced a greater rate of course failures. Many students needed to retake courses to
earn their credits, resulting in huge demand for credit recovery courses via the state
VirtualSC program.
Problem of Practice
My Problem of Practice for this research study is the high percentage of
VirtualSC credit recovery course failures at AWHS. Credit recovery is a term used for
online courses that allow students to earn back or "recover" credits they lost when they
were taken and failed initially. It typically involves students working through modules or
lessons to review or relearn content and then taking benchmark assessments to prove
mastery of the material (Pettyjohn & LaFrance, 2014; Trotter, 2008; VirtualSC, 2020).
Due to the increased course failures at Affirming World High School (AWHS)
during the COVID-19 pandemic, more students than ever needed to be enrolled in
VirtualSC credit recovery courses to earn back the credits that they lost during the
shutdown and limited in-person attendance models. Table 1.1 shows the number of credit
recovery courses taken in the past three years at AWHS and the number of failed courses.
The failure rate percentage was highest during the school shut down in the spring of
2020. However, the increase in overall student failures due to the traumatic events of the
pandemic reflects in the nearly tripling of total credit recovery classes taken, from 59
credit recovery courses in Spring 2020 to 190 total credit recovery courses taken in the
Spring of 2021.
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Table 1.1
Credit Recovery Failure Rates at AWHS
Term
Spring 2019
Spring 2020
Spring 2021

Total Courses Taken
46
59
190

# of Courses Failed
24
38
96

Failure Rate
52.17%
63.41%
50.53%

Note. This shows a three-year trend in credit recovery failure rates. The highest

percentage of failures (Spring 2020) reflect the time when schools were shut down due to
the COVID-19 pandemic. (VirtualSC.com Dashboard)
As the pandemic continued to unfold, hundreds of educational leaders began to
plan for the 2020-2021 school year. "In the summer of 2020, school leaders across the
country undertook an unprecedented challenge that little had prepared them for:
redesigning schools" (Biddle & Franklin, 2021, p.1). Once the school year began,
students began failing academically and not engaging in schoolwork across the country
(Strauss, 2020). In a research study by Kuhfeld et al. (2020), the researchers found that
schools delivered academic instruction in various forms during the shutdown. When
students received virtual education from home, learning was less effective than schools
had hoped (Dorn et al., 2020). Additionally, many teachers reported a loss of contact with
a substantial number of students (Kuhfeld et al., 2020). Many parents wanted schools to
return to in-person attendance to improve student achievement (Cavallaro, 2020; Jones,
2020).
At AWHS, counselors and administrators worked alongside teachers and social
workers to maintain contact with students and provide support to bridge the achievement
gaps between in-person learning and virtual instruction experiences. Staff used Google
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Sheets to document phone, email, or virtual contacts to promote communication with
students and parents. Teachers at AWHS experienced a loss of contact with many
students during the full-virtual learning period, which meant practically zero amount of
instruction was provided to these students in either virtual spaces or face-to-face contact
during live classroom virtual meetings.
These experiences are similar to a national study conducted by Morgan (2015),
that found that 30% of schools failed to monitor student attendance in online courses,
over 40% of schools did not monitor students' log-on activities, and over 50% were
unable to monitor student's online use. The findings suggest that systemic shortcomings
could be contributing to poor performance in online courses (Morgan, 2015).
Likely, the inability to contact students during the school shutdowns at AWHS led
to the increase in credit recovery failure rates. According to a report by Dorn et al.
(2020), the 2020-2021 school year was predicted to be a difficult academic year for most
students. This prediction suggests that educators must intervene to help students adapt
and adjust to emotional and academic downfalls even during the school year.
As students deal with the lingering effects of missed classroom instruction
brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic, it is evident that students need more support and
interventions to remediate their learning losses (Dorn et al., 2020). Educators at AWHS
saw a sharp decline in student engagement and schoolwork completion when schools shut
down in-person learning in 2020. Students worked virtually, away from direct teacher
instruction and interactions with peers and adults. In South Carolina, the primary source
for credit recovery programming is VirtualSC. It is a free, supplemental program
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established by the South Carolina Department of Education that began offering classes in
2008 to increase the curricular course options for students in the state. The VirtualSC
website defines credit recovery by stating, “Credit recovery courses are self-paced
courses that target learning in areas of greatest weakness, allowing students to rapidly
complete courses, recover credits, and progress to graduation.” (VirtualSC, 2020).
VirtualSC was already in use at AWHS before the pandemic started.
In the VirtualSC online credit recovery courses, all the learning modules are
provided within the program. Students must master the material and pass the benchmark
assessments to earn back their credit. Students are assigned a virtual teacher; however,
there is no synchronous class instruction. Students receive a syllabus, pacing guide, and
access to the learning materials. Once students complete learning modules, the online
teacher unlocks assessments (VirtualSC, 2020). Despite the familiarity with the program,
students enrolled in VirtualSC for credit recovery failed at slightly higher rates—from
52% in the spring of 2019 to 64% in the spring of 2020—during the shutdowns of spring
2020. There was a lack of in-person interaction and stable learning environments during
that time.
Learning losses caused by the school shutdowns are still being remediated, even
for students who now attend school in person (Dorn, et al., 2020; S.C. Education
Oversight Committee, 2021). Students are in the process of earning back courses they
failed last year to get back on grade level with their peers. While most people think of
online learning as taking place outside of school, many students accessed virtual courses
during the school day before the pandemic. One study referenced by Morgan (2015)
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indicated that nearly 86% of students accessed their virtual courses at school.
At AWHS, many students take credit recovery and other virtual options while
attending school in person in Individualized Learning Labs (ILL). Students in the ILLs
work individually on the specific courses they need to recover. ILLs are non-instructional
class spaces that provide supportive academic environments and time during the school
day for students to work on virtual classes to supplement their school coursework. Due to
the school's teacher allocations, leadership chose to lower instructional class size by only
assigning certified teachers to academic classes where state academic standards must be
covered. In the case of ILLs, non-instructional lab aides supervise the students, take
attendance, and ensure students log in to do the work. No certified teachers are managing
the ILLs.
Research Question
The credit recovery failure rate is higher than desired for AWHS students, as seen
in Table 1.1. Also, there has been an increase in the number of credit recovery courses
needed since the COVID-19 pandemic. Thus, it is critical and timely to research and
implement interventions to improve credit recovery pass rates. My study is designed to
address this problem of practice by asking the following research question: What impact
does blended learning have on students taking virtual credit recovery?
Specifically, my research will identify and test interventions by using
improvement science methodology to try and increase student pass rates when taking
classes virtually in school labs to earn back their credits.
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Literature Review
To investigate the educational impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on students in
the K-12 setting and identify research-based methods to help students get back on track, I
conducted a literature review to better understand the varied issues impacting the
academic status of students. I will share research surrounding the increase in virtual
learning options, benefits and challenges of virtual credit recovery, the impact of virtual
learning on marginalized students, credit recovery to improve graduation rates, and
blended learning to help students succeed academically.
Increased Usage of Virtual Learning
Schools in the U.S. have undergone significant changes in how they educate
students over the past two decades. There has been an increase in the number of students
taking virtual courses for initial credit and credit recovery (Hart et al., 2019;
Schneiderman, 2021; VirtualSC, 2020). Virtual schooling has become a new way of
educating our students. There are a variety of virtual school instructional models that
range from entirely virtual stand-alone schools, state supplemental programs that allow
students who attend in-person schools to earn additional credits, and hybrid or blended
learning programs where students attend both in-person and virtually to earn credits
(Frazelle, 2016; Trotter, 2008; VirtualSC, 2019; Watson & Gemin, 2008).
In a 2004 meta-analysis report about distance education, Cavanaugh (2020) stated
that "the community of K–12 education has seen explosive growth over the last decade in
distance learning programs, defined as learning experiences in which students and
instructors are separated by space and/or time" (p.4). In a 2015 literature review about
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virtual programs, Morgan noted that nearly 60% of U.S. states were operating some form
of a virtual school program for K-12 students. However, the research indicated that the
quality of the programs varies greatly and that parents need to learn more about the
various options to make the best decisions about which programs to enroll their students
in. Since the COVID-19 pandemic, just about every school in the U.S. has implemented
some form of a virtual course. Many have created full virtual program models for
students to continue learning in place of in-person learning in brick-and-mortar schools
(Arnett, 2021). The increase in virtual learning formats to educate students means fewer
students will have face-to-face interaction with teachers and peers at school. As a result,
this suggests a need to provide better support to virtual learners in K-12 learning
environments.
Approximately four times more students across the state took virtual classes via
VirtualSC during the 2019-2020 school year than when the program first began in 2008
(VirtualSC Annual Report, 2020). Current data suggest a growing trend in K-12 students
taking virtual courses and the need to provide support to help students be successful. At
the end of the 2019-2020 school year, VirtualSC (2020) documented that over 38 percent
of students who signed up to take credit recovery failed to earn back their credits (see
Figure 1.1).
During School Year (S.Y.) 2019-2020, VirtualSC reported a 91% student course
completion rate. However, 1,195 students dropped courses statewide during the
registration period, 5,021 dropped during the grace period, and 4,665 dropped after the
grace period (VirtualSC Annual Report 2020, p. 4). These statistics show that even
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though 91% of students who remained enrolled in the classes completed them, many
more students initially signed up to take virtual courses but later decided to drop the
course entirely for various reasons (VirtualSC, 2020). Of note, not all students who
complete a course earn credit for the class. Many complete the course, meaning they did
not drop-withdraw or get dropped from the course before the end date but still do not earn
a passing grade of 60 to earn credit to recover the failed credit (VirtualSC, 2020).
Figure 1.1
VirtualSC 2019-2020 Enrollment Activity

Note. This chart shows the drastically higher number of initial credit courses passed than
credit recovery courses (VirtualSC, 2020).
In April of 2020, S.C. State Superintendent of Education Molly Spearman
convened a task force called AccelerateED to establish school reopening plans for the
2020-2021 school year (S.C. DoE, 2020). The task force consisted of members from all
levels of K-12 schools. They found that the COVID-19 pandemic caused many
disruptions to the learning process, and teachers and administrators had to improvise to
20

educate students as quickly as they knew how. Due to many schools across the state
opening in a hybrid format or remaining entirely virtual at the start of the 2020-2021
school year, virtual instruction remained necessary to meet the instructional needs of
students across the state. The task force concluded that "still, no one would argue that
there is a replacement for in-person, classroom instruction" (South Carolina's Dedication
to Education, 2020, p.1). Schools must improve their virtual instruction to meet the needs
of S.C. students. (S.C. DoE, 2020). Therefore, educators need to test interventions to help
students experience the most success in virtual courses.
"The growth in the numbers of students learning online and the importance of
online learning as a solution to educational challenges have increased the need to study
more closely the factors that affect student learning in virtual schooling environments"
(Cavanaugh, 2004, p.4). Data suggest that both virtual initial credit and virtual credit
recovery are here to stay, and more schools are looking to virtual credit recovery options
to help students graduate (Frazelle, 2016; Hawkins et al., 2013; Pettyjohn & LaFrance,
2014).
Benefits and Challenges of Virtual Credit Recovery
Many benefits of online courses make them a viable option for many students.
Some people believe that the benefits of virtual courses only exist for high-achieving
students. However, virtual courses, especially credit recovery, benefit students who have
struggled academically as well. For example, offering credit recovery can allow students
to earn back credits in less time than the initial credit class took to complete (Frazelle,
2016; Pettyjohn & LaFrance, 2014; Totter, 2008). Some virtual credit recovery programs
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allow students to progress through material they have already mastered by passing
benchmarks and spending time mainly on concepts that still need to be learned (Pettyjohn
& LaFrance, 2014). Benchmark mastery is also true of VirtualSC credit recovery courses.
Students can take pretests for each learning module or unit, and if they demonstrate
mastery of the material, they can move on to the next lesson. They only need to complete
lessons for which they need to relearn concepts (VirtualSC, 2019), which is a significant
benefit for some as it allows them to complete the credit recovery course in less time than
it would require if they had to retake the entire course over during a semester.
Pettyjohn & LaFrance (2014) note that supporters of virtual credit recovery
believe that students can access interactive, engaging lessons from highly qualified
teachers. Additionally, it offers students the ability to learn interactive skills and become
independent learners (Barbour & Reeves, 2009). The same is true of VirtualSC credit
recovery courses. These courses are taught by certified teachers deemed highly qualified
by the SCDE (S.C. Dept of Education) to provide students with the most talented teachers
across the state (VirtualSC, 2020).
Another benefit of virtual credit recovery is that it is free. Students do not have to
pay to take additional classes needed to graduate (Frazelle, 2016; VirtualSC, 2020),
which is a great option, especially for students who live in poverty and have failed
multiple courses. Credit recovery removes a financial barrier that might otherwise
prevent students from catching up on previously failed coursework. VirtualSC is a stateoperated program that serves all students in S.C. as a supplement to courses students take
during the regular school day (VirtualSC, 2020). The final benefit to online credit
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recovery is that students can access and work on the course outside the school day, which
can help students not get behind when they are absent from school (Pettyjohn &
LaFrance, 2014; VirtualSC, 2020). Attendance is not taken daily, so students with
truancy issues benefit from working on the course whenever they have time outside of the
classroom.
However, there is no face-to-face instruction or interaction provided in this virtual
credit recovery model, and challenges exist. A study conducted by Oliver et al. (2009) in
North Carolina indicated that many students who take credit recovery courses lack the
self-motivation, academic ability, and practical application of knowledge needed to be
successful on their own. Online credit recovery can create challenges for the typical
student who has never taken a virtual course before to supplement their regular school
classes because it requires students to manage their time wisely to keep up with the selfguided pacing of the courses (Oliver et al., 2009; Pettyjohn & LaFrance, 2014;
VirtualSC, 2020). Students, therefore, must be assertive and be willing to initiate
communication with their virtual teachers when they do not understand concepts (Oliver
et al., 2009). In my professional experience, students taking face-to-face classes who lack
understanding are often noticed by the teachers based on their body language (e.g.,
looking confused, raising hands), but this indicator is absent in a virtual environment.
Self-paced, virtual credit recovery courses may be especially problematic for
students who initially struggled to learn the material when a face-to-face teacher led the
course pacing. They may lack the skills needed to pace themselves. A literature synthesis
conducted by Pettyjohn & LaFrance in 2014 stated that teachers described students taking
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credit recovery as lacking the ability to independently monitor course pacing, having
weak technology skills, and possessing low academic mastery. Black et al., 2021, wrote
an article in a pediatric journal that provided advice to parents about K-12 virtual
schooling during the COVID-19 pandemic. "Individual students need to be motivated,
organized, and supported. Differences in their environment, meaning their access to
instructional support as well as their internet access, can cause significant variations in
student success" (Black et al., 2021, p. 119). In other words, students who do not have the
support of an in-person teacher helping them stay focused and on-task during class may
not be able to progress at an acceptable pace in a virtual environment. They may become
distracted and not complete the work, thus not earning back their credits.
As a school counselor at AWHS, I am charged with advising students about
graduation requirements, helping them satisfy these requirements, and approving them to
take virtual coursework when needed to supplement their courses at school. Most
students who elect to take initial-credit virtual classes through VirtualSC or Unified
county's virtual program already have the skills and qualities of self-motivation, highlevel thinking, and assertiveness to do well in virtual courses. They had proved this in
their previous coursework before counselors approved them to take virtual courses and
the majority of them are honors-level students. Their courses are self-paced,
asynchronous, and lack personal instruction and interaction.
In comparison, most students who take credit recovery courses through VirtualSC
are considered at-risk and often lack these skills, which often causes them to fail the class
initially. I define at-risk students as those who have previously failed a course, live in
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poverty, experience truancy issues, and are more likely to drop out of school before
graduation (Barbour& Siko, 2012; Powell et al., 2015; Watson & Gemin, 2008). Other
factors and characteristics that classify students as at-risk may be pregnant students,
students involved with the legal system, those with drug-use histories, and those with
siblings or parents who dropped out of school (Watson & Gemin, 2008). Most of these
students often do not turn in assignments on time and usually fail tests and quizzes due to
not completing homework or studying in advance of these assessments. As a school
counselor who provides support services to students, my referral records provide
documentation that teachers most often refer these kinds of students for individual
academic and social-emotional counseling.
In 2007, the General Assembly required VirtualSC to publish an annual report to
inform the public about various aspects of the enrollment year (VirtualSC, 2020). The
report must include the number of courses offered, the number of students that enrolled
and dropped, the names of the school districts that had students participating, and why
students dropped or could not enroll in a course. There are many reasons that students do
not complete courses via VirtualSC. VirtualSC staff reaches out to students annually to
determine why many are unsuccessful in the virtual program, and below is what they
found.
Among the most common reasons offered for dropping the class after the grace
period were the following:
1. Overextension (taking too many courses and/or involved in too many
extracurricular activities)
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2. Rigor (more difficult than the student thought)
3. Incompatibility with learning style (need face-to-face instruction in a brick
and mortar classroom)
4. Lack of understanding about the course requirements, especially language labs
for world language courses
5. Technology (non-compatible hardware and/or no internet connection at home).
(VirtualSC Annual Report, 2020, p. 4).
The VirtualSC Annual Report data (2020) provides essential information needed
to develop interventions to increase the passage rates for students taking VirtualSC
courses. For example, because students at AWHS take credit recovery classes in ILLs at
school, face-to-face help can be implemented since this was one reason students listed as
reasons for dropping courses. Additionally, helping students with the rigor of the courses
is another intervention that can be established while at school by providing more tutoring
and support.
Due to the technological advances of the past several decades, virtual programs
have provided many convenient, alternate learning opportunities for students that would
not be otherwise available. However, along with these increased opportunities, there is a
greater potential for students who lack the self-discipline and proper resources and
support to fail in virtual learning environments (Roblyer & Davis, 2008). Some critics
may question whether virtual learning is a good choice for students who lack family
support, organization, and motivation (Black et al., 2021). However, the fact remains that
students who fail courses need to take virtual credit recovery courses to earn back their
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required credits to graduate. Therefore, the problem of practice in this research study,
which is the high failure rate of VirtualSC credit recovery courses, is essential to consider
and address establishing interventions and supports to help students succeed and earn
back their credits.
Impacts of Virtual Learning on Marginalized Students
Race and poverty have always played a significant role in the quality of education
and outcomes students experience in school (Hartney & Flavin, 2013). These factors are
intersectional and impact students at my school, in S.C., and across the U.S. For many
marginalized students in S.C. and across the nation, the COVID-19 school shutdown
created new challenges surrounding their access to quality education. In this study, I
characterize marginalized students as those from racialized minority groups (Dorn, 2020;
Flynn; 2016), who have historically lower achievement levels, students who live in
poverty, students who have previously failed courses, and students from single-parent
homes (Powell et al., 2015).
Parents who live in poverty are more likely not to have internet access (Cooper,
2020). These parents had to search for options so their children could continue with
school during the shutdown. Many simply did not have the resources to provide reliable
internet access to enable students to participate virtually from home (Dorn et al., 2020).
Unified County Schools initiated Project Connect to help hundreds of students whose
families could not afford internet services by handing out solar-powered Wi-Fi units so
students could access their schoolwork (Cooper 2020). At AWHS, we gave out 42 of
these units.
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Families had to deal with an immediate need to find childcare if they could not
work remotely (Kelly, 2020). The loss of custodial care caused many working parents to
grow angry and frustrated with the school closures (Kelly, 2020). Virtual learning created
additional stressors for families with financial strains because parents could not provide
the academic support and face-to-face interactions that many students need to be
successful academically (Kuhfeld et al., 2020). In a national poll conducted by Education
Trust, it was stated that "nearly 50% of low-income families and 43% of families of color
lacked sufficient devices at home to assess distance learning" (Kuhfeld et al., 2020, p.
552).
The school shutdowns and forced virtual learning modules are predicted to have
lasting effects on students' academic achievement, especially those from Black, Hispanic,
and Indigenous communities of color (Dorn et al., 2020). The increased number of
students needing credit recovery courses at AWHS supports that prediction because most
students who take credit recovery courses are minority students and those who live in
poverty.
Figure 1.2 displays the student demographic breakdown at AWHS. Most students
are white, making up over 57% of the population. Black students make up 17.9% of the
student population, followed by Hispanic students, who account for 17.1% of the
population. However, most students who attended school virtually and took credit
recovery courses during the 2020-2021 school year were minorities. Of those students,
41.4 % were black, 28% Hispanic, 25% white, and 6% of other races. These numbers
reflect a disproportionate percentage of minority students who took virtual courses
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compared to the school's overall population.
Figure 1.2
2020-2021 AWHS Student Demographics

Note. From Unified County Schools (Oracle) GCSource database 2021
At AWHS, approximately 49% of the students are classified as Pupils in Poverty (PIP)
(SCDE, 2021). This designation has direct implications for students and their educational
outcomes.
Many families who live in poverty do not have access to internet service and have
to take extra steps to obtain it so their students can access their schoolwork (Cooper,
2020). Spending money on new necessities caused stress for many students and families
living in poverty and may have impacted them in ways educators did not comprehend or
consider (Dorn et al., 2020). At AWHS, records indicate that 41 students requested
district-provided mobile hotspots. Many students relied on accessing Wi-Fi service by
traveling to the nearest district school parking lot where school devices could use the
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service to connect. Those who lived near a bus stop could go there to access the Wi-Fi
from the school bus hotspot (Cooper, 2020).
At AWHS, 68 percent of the students who chose the full virtual school model
during the 2020-2021 school year live in poverty, as determined by the school district's
metrics (SCDE, 2021). These students have various life experiences and challenges that
affect their work at school. For example, students at my school have told me that they
have to take care of younger siblings when they get home, which interferes with their
ability to study and complete schoolwork. Other students have told me they must work
jobs to help pay bills at home. However, some teachers are not aware of the many
challenges that PIP students face.
I have heard teachers label students who end up needing to take credit recovery as
lazy, disengaged, or lacking in motivation. In the book, Reaching and Teaching Students
in Poverty: Strategies for Erasing the Opportunity Gap that highlights the complexities of
poverty, Gorski (2018) explains that "we cannot understand the experiences of families
experiencing poverty, or how they relate to school, or how best to engage them if we do
not understand poverty and economic injustice." (p. 3). Therefore, educational leaders
and teachers must consider the effects of poverty when establishing interventions to
improve the problem of practice that this research study will address, the high failure rate
of VirtualSC credit recovery courses.
As with traditional school achievement gaps, learning losses are expected to
impact minority and low-income students more harshly for various reasons. In a report
published by the McKinsey and Company, Dorn et al. (2020) discussed the negative
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impacts that the COVID-19 pandemic had on student learning. "Lower-income students
are less likely to have access to high-quality remote learning or a conducive learning
environment, such as a quiet space with minimal distractions, devices they do not need to
share, high-speed internet, and parental academic supervision" (Dorn et al., 2020, p. 4).
As Dorn et al. (2020) note, it will be necessary for credit recovery interventions to
counter challenges marginalized students may experience at home. For example, this
could include providing extra support to students in a supportive educational environment
at school during the day.
The COVID-19 pandemic heightened the equity problem related to remote or
virtual learning, especially for students of color (Dorn et al., 2020) and those in rural and
low-income homes in South Carolina. Figure 1.3 displays the demographics of the 60
students who took credit recovery in the Fall 2021 semester at AWHS. Most students
who take credit recovery are low-income or PIP (80%) and minority (68%). These
students often do not have adequate study spaces or academic support at home, increasing
their likelihood of falling further behind academically (Minkos & Gelbar, 2020). My
dissertation, in practice, aims to produce a more positive outcome not only for
marginalized students but for all students who were negatively impacted by the COVID19 shutdowns and who continue to need to take credit recovery courses.
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Figure 1.3
Fall 2021 Credit Recovery Student Demographics
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Note. “PIP” stands for Pupils in Poverty
Using Credit Recovery to Improve the Graduation Rate
High school administrators deal with the challenges of keeping students in school
and helping them graduate and prepare for postsecondary options (Powell et al., 2015).
The SC Department of Education defines the graduation rate as the "percentage of
students who earn a standard high school diploma in four years" (SCDE, 2021). The high
school graduation rate is one measure that determines the quality of education students
receive. Many people in the community consider school graduation rates when planning
where to purchase a home, where to open a business, and, more importantly, deciding on
what schools to send their children to (Kielar, 2019). According to the SCDE 2018-2020
state dropout data, 3,969 students dropped out of high school during the 2019-2020
school year in S.C., as seen in Table 1.2 (SCDE, n.d.).
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Table 1.2
South Carolina Dropouts 2019 - 2020
Dropouts by Group
Dropouts Enrollment Dropout Rate
All Students
3969
228582 1.73%
Amer, Indian or Alaska Native
23
748 3.07%
Asian or Pacific Islander
16
3940
.40%
Blacks, Non-Hispanic
1410
72543 1.94%
Hispanic
629
24179 2.60%
White, Non-Hispanic
1687
117606 1.43%
Students with Disabilities
1405
28234 4.97%
Economically Disadvantaged
3001
126478 2.37%
Note. High school student dropout rates (SC DoE, n.d.).
Educational leaders must find ways to increase the number of students who
remain in school. As pressure increases on school administrators to improve graduation
rates, more schools turn to online credit recovery options to help students remediate and
earn back credit for courses that they have failed (Glass, 2009; Kuhn, 2018; Pettyjohn &
LaFrance, 2014; Powell et al., 2015; Trotter, 2008). "Credit recovery programs, in
general, have a primary focus of helping students stay in school and graduate on time"
(Watson & Gemin, 2008, p. 4).
During the COVID-19 school shutdowns, many students stopped engaging in
schoolwork, had no contact with teachers (Kuhfeld et al., 2020), and began to fail courses
needed for graduation (Mitchell, 2021). Academic course failures decrease student
promotions to the next grade level and reduce the number of students who graduate high
school in the desired four years. At AWHS, the high failure rate of credit recovery
courses negatively affected the school's graduation rate. According to the 2021 SCDE
School Report Card, the graduation rate at AWHS dropped five percentage points from
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the previous year (see Table 1.3). While the graduation rate of 87.2% is higher than the
state and district average, the decreased rate was a cause for significant concern among
school and district leadership.
Table 1.3
School Four-Year Cohort Graduation Rate
Location

2018

2019

2020

2021

AWHS

89.7

91.7

92.4

87.5

District
83.6
85.1
86.1
81.0
State
81.0
81.1
82.2
83.3
Note. These numbers compare graduation rates between AWHS, Unified County School
District, and the overall graduation rate across schools in S.C. (SCDOE, 2021)
As the Director of School Counseling, I have received many calls from parents
trying to decide whether to enroll their child at AWHS instead of the school they are
geographically zoned to attend. They typically inquire about the academic programs and
courses of study at AWHS. Parents want to send their children to schools with a high
graduation rate because they know that this indicates that good teaching is occurring and
that students are earning the credits needed to graduate in four years. Schools with high
graduation rates are also believed to better prepare students academically for college and
career readiness upon graduation. Therefore, one of the current AWHS goals is to
increase the graduation rate.
The school leadership team collaborated to identify strategies that would improve
promotion rates among all students in the school. One of the conceptualized strategies
was to improve the school's credit recovery passage rate, which will increase promotion
rates that lead to on-time graduation. "With online and blended learning, districts are
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beginning to develop flexibly paced credit recovery to help students stay on track to
graduation instead of finding themselves in senior year with no way to graduate" (Powell
et al., 2015, p. 4).
Blended Learning to Promote Student Success with Virtual Credit Recovery
Virtual credit recovery is a growing practice that many schools across the country
use to improve grade-level promotion and graduation rates. Research has identified
various strategies schools have used to enhance student success in credit recovery
courses. The pandemic highlighted the need for more face-to-face support for students
taking virtual classes as student failures grew. Many students experience better learning
success in face-to-face environments (Morgan, 2015). Educators need to establish
relevant, personal connections with students and implement interventions to support their
learning while in our buildings with teachers. Many students lack adequate academic
support and study environments at home, so educators must capitalize on the time
students are at school taking virtual courses
Blended learning is a concept that combines online courses with traditional faceto-face instruction and support from teachers (Black et al., 2021; Christensen et al., 2013;
Frazelle, 2016; Powell et al., 2015; Watson, 2008; Watson, 2013; Watson & Gemin,
2008). Blended learning is the intervention that I am using in my dissertation in practice.
Combining online learning with face-to-face instruction is a growing occurrence in K-12
schools to help keep students engaged in learning as technology advances. Blended
learning is a pedagogy that combines the aspects of traditional classroom socialization
with active learning enhanced by technology and has no set ratios of how much of each
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should be offered. The goal should be to help students learn by meeting their individual
needs (Morgan, 2015; Watson, 2008). In a report published by the North American
Council for Online Learning (NACOL), Watson (2008) explains many types of blended
learning models but maintains that they will not replace the traditional brick-and-mortar
classrooms. Instead, he predicted that hybrid or blended models would become the future
dominant format for schooling in the U.S, particularly in secondary school settings.
In a study to predict and promote success in virtual school students, Roblyer et al.
(2008) found that controlling the virtual environment by providing a dedicated class
period and space for students to work could benefit students and help them complete their
online courses. The study also found that providing mentors and facilitators to provide
additional support to students by assisting them in tracking their progress and keeping
them engaged lessens their chances of dropping the course (Roblyer et al., 2008).
Pettyjohn and LaFrance conducted a similar research study in 2014 to understand
the benefits and challenges of online credit recovery. In this study, students indicated that
they did not receive the necessary communication and support that they needed from
their online teacher. Students noted that there was no real-time help, and they had to rely
on email communications whenever they had questions about their coursework. One
primary recommendation from this study was to provide students with school-based
mentors to provide ongoing encouragement and communication to keep them engaged
and motivated to complete the course (Pettyjohn & LaFrance, 2014). This study noted
that supporting needy students should be the job of all staff, not just graduation coaches.
In a review of six schools in Montana to improve their credit recovery passage
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rates, four effective strategies or interventions proved successful in increasing passage
rates (Frazelle, 2016). The interventions were as follows: "establish consistent program
structure, provide instructional support, build relationships and establish open
communication across the program, and develop data tools to monitor and communicate
student progress" (Frazelle, 2016, p. 6). Blended learning occurs by providing students
with instructional support and developing data tools to monitor and communicate student
progress. In these Montana schools, students who took credit recovery did so in a
classroom environment during the school day, just like the students at my school.
Certified teachers provided instructional support by giving students face-to-face
assistance and tutoring to help them comprehend the content in the online courses. This
practice leads to relationship building that helps students focus and stay motivated.
Certified teachers tracked their time providing the interventions to students and their time
spent working on the online course each week (Frazelle, 2016). This tracking allowed the
face-to-face teachers to help students stay on track to finish the courses and earn their
credits back.
In a recent literature review, blended learning positively affected student learning
(Pulham & Graham, 2018). In a 2013 report by the Christensen Institute, blended
learning is described as a hybrid model that offers students the "best of both worlds- that
is, the advantages of online learning combined with the benefits of the traditional
classroom." (Christensen et al., 2013 p. 3).
The literature that I have reviewed regarding virtual learning suggests that
providing students with face-to-face support to foster engagement and tracking their
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course progression is a critical area that needs to be implemented to promote success.
These strategies are especially true for credit recovery courses because they are selfpaced. Without the external support of face-to-face teachers, students often fail to keep
up with the self-guided pacing required to complete the online courses. Blended learning
is the intervention used in this improvement science study by incorporating the traditional
face-to-face support of certified classroom teachers who will help and assist students
taking online, self-paced credit recovery courses in labs at school. I hypothesize that
teachers' face-to-face support and progress monitoring will establish supportive
relationships with trusted adults. These relationships will enable students to understand
virtual course concepts in real-time better, navigate technology difficulties, and help
motivate them to complete the course and earn back their credits.
There is not a lot of research available specific to VirtualSC to improve students'
credit recovery passage rates. However, the current research that I have documented on
using blended learning with other online credit recovery programs suggests that blended
learning can also help students taking VirtualSC credit recovery. The COVID-19
pandemic increased the usage of these virtual credit recovery programs in S.C. and at my
school specifically. I will use data collected from my research to target the high failure
rate of VirtualSC credit recovery courses at my school by implementing blended learning
interventions with students. My study will address the leading research question: What
impact does blended learning have on students taking virtual credit recovery?
Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework that guides this study and supports the intervention I
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am implementing in my PDSA cycles is trauma-informed practices. Trauma is defined as
"dangerous, distressing experience (s) that produce intense physical and psychological
stress reactions overwhelming the capacity to cope" (Aponte, 2020, p. 125). It often
results in feelings of helplessness, isolation, and increased emotional reactions. Many
marginalized students whose families experienced stressors even before the pandemic
will likely experience increased stress during the pandemic (Aponte, 2020; Minkos &
Gelbar, 2020). "Complex trauma, also known as developmental trauma or childhood
adverse experiences (ACES), is a pervasive problem of epidemic proportions
engendering academic failure, disease, and mortality" (Aponte, 2020, p. 124).
The COVID-19 pandemic has caused many people to experience stress and
intense feelings of uncertainty related to health, safety, social interactions, and financial
instability (Aponte, 2020; Mikos & Gelber, 2020). For others, it also produced feelings of
grief and loss that stemmed from the death of family members and loved ones. "The
potentially harmful effect of school closures on student mental health became a focus of
national attention both within and outside of school districts" (Biddle & Franklin, 2021,
p. 2). In particular, high school students experienced social isolation and loss of
engagement in society-normed rituals such as (prom, graduation ceremonies, and
extracurricular activities) that help foster age-appropriate development (Aponte, 2020;
Halladay et al., 2020; Minkos & Gelber, 2020).
Increased academic failures are a phenomenon that I have witnessed during the
COVID-19 pandemic in students at my school. Those impacted most by increased credit
recovery failures are minority students who live in poverty. The COVID-19 pandemic
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created instability in students' social, personal, and academic lives. They need the support
of caring adults at school to provide stable relationships and educational support to
overcome the challenges that disrupted their school experience in the spring of 2020
(Apone, 2020; Halladay et al., 2020; Minkos & Gelbar, 2020).
In a 2020 online report highlighting learning losses in the wake of the COVID-19
school shutdowns, strategies to accelerate learning were detailed (Dorn et al., 2020).
Providing students with needed support and remediation during the school day was a
noted practice believed to be more effective than doing so after school. Another
intervention to help was using teachers or paraprofessionals to provide tutoring instead of
volunteers. "A proven catalyst for accelerated learning is one-on-one support for students.
That required bringing more talent into the system to provide ‘high dosage’ tutoring and
coaching" (Dorn et al., 2020, p. 11).
This research supports the practice of building and fostering relationships with
students to improve learning. Schools will need to provide predictable and supportive
learning environments with face-to-face supports to help students navigate academic
challenges and increase feelings of psychological safety (Aponte, 2020; Halladay et al.,
2020; Minkos & Gelber, 2020). This relationship-building holds true, especially for the
many marginalized students who are still engaging in virtual courses through the
VirtualSC credit recovery program that lack the personal connections that in-person
teachers can provide.
Conclusion
The problem of practice in this research study is the high rate of failure in the
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school's credit recovery program. "Exploding advances in technology, and the need to
support struggling students on limited budgets, are moving many school leaders toward
supplemental online learning" (Pettyjohn & LaFrance, 2014, p. 205). The COVID-19
pandemic forced schools to close immediately in the spring of 2020, and teachers were
left with the responsibility of educating students remotely via online mediums. Many
teachers, students, and families were unprepared for this reality. Students who did not
have the technology for this purpose were at the most significant disadvantage (Black et
al., 2021).
Even now that schools across the state and country have reopened, virtual school
options and online courses remain a normal part of the educational process. Online
education is here to stay from initial credit classes, full-virtual programs, and credit
recovery options. At AWHS, there was an increase in course failures during the school
closures in the spring of 2020. Still, due to the continued COVID-19 infection and spread
rates during the 2020-2021 school year, many students remained virtual or attended
school in a hybrid format, preventing them from receiving daily face-to-face instruction.
Educators must think of more ways to enhance the virtual learning experiences of
students in the K-12 setting and begin providing trauma-informed practices to support the
mental and academic well-being of students. The literature has suggested that students
taking online courses benefit from some form of in-person instruction (Dorn et al., 2020;
Frazelle, 2016; Powell et al., 2015), which supports the credibility of blended learning as
an effective strategy for increasing student pass rates in online credit recovery courses.
Blended learning is especially advantageous during the current and stressful COVID-19
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pandemic when social interaction is limited to slow the spread of this devastating virus.
This research study will implement rapid cycles of intervention measures using an
improvement science method to test small changes in instructional practices used in ILLs
to improve the passage rates of students taking virtual credit recovery at my school.
Increasing the pass rate of online credit recovery courses will allow students to
graduate on time in four years and improve the school's graduation rate. On-time
graduation will enable students to begin the journey into future options, pursue
postsecondary education, join the military, or begin their occupational pursuits in the
workforce upon graduation. Increasing credit recovery pass rates can also benefit the
entire state of South Carolina by providing schools with proven, research-based
interventions to improve their high school graduation rates. Higher graduation rates
would lead to a dependable and competent future workforce for our state.
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CHAPTER TWO
METHODS
Research Methods and Design
I will use a mixed-methods convergent design for my study (Creswell & Plano
Clark, 2018) to answer my research question: What impact does blended learning have on
students taking virtual credit recovery? This study intends to test blended learning
interventions with students who are taking virtual credit recovery courses. Results will
help to determine whether students perceive the intervention as something that helps
them to pass their class and if there is a significant difference between students who
receive it and those who do not.
Mixed methods research combines qualitative and quantitative data collection to
support and explain the findings. In a mixed-methods convergent design, both qualitative
and quantitative data are collected simultaneously and then merged to help explain
quantitative data outcomes using the rich experiences and perceptions of the participants
in the study (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). There are four typical steps in conducting
convergent mixed methods designs. First, the researcher collects both qualitative and
quantitative data simultaneously. Then, each set of data is analyzed separately. The third
step is to merge the results or findings. Lastly, the researcher explains the results and
discusses if the two data sets produced similar or different findings and whether they can
better support the outcome of the tested intervention (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).
Figure 2.1 shows a visual of the mixed methods convergent research design.
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Figure 2.1
Mixed Methods Convergent Research Model

Note. Adapted from J. W. Creswell and V. L. Plano Clark, 2018, Designing and
conducting mixed methods research (3rd ed.), p. 76. Copyright 2018 by SAGE
Publications, Inc.
Qualitative Methods
There are multiple qualitative elements in my study design. First, my research will
take place in a natural setting (Creswell & Creswell, 2018), a public high school
classroom, where I will observe the regular daily interactions of students and teachers in
the classroom. This setting lends itself well to this current study because I do not have to
solicit participants or travel to a different research site (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
Conducting my research in the natural setting also allows me to interact and talk to
people doing what they would be doing outside of the current study, making my
observations and interactions more authentic.
Also, I consider myself the key instrument (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Creswell
& Poth, 2017) in my role as a practitioner-researcher gathering the necessary data for the
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study. I plan to use multiple data sources (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). I will conduct
classroom observations, review weekly student usage data from the VirtualSC counselor
dashboard, and document informal communication (Sutherland, 2020) that I have with
students. I will also conduct semi-structured interviews with teachers and monitor the
teacher’s Google monitoring log to track the interventions that will be implemented with
students.
Quantitative Methods
Additionally, I will use quantitative methods to analyze data once students have
finished the courses and I have the pass/fail grades. I will conduct a chi-square test of
independence to compare the student passage rates of those who received the intervention
to those who did not receive it. I will collect quantitative data that consists of student
demographics and passage rates at the end of the credit recovery course. I will utilize my
Power School database for the demographic information and the VirtualSC dashboard to
obtain the final grade/passage rate data.
In the following sections of the chapter, I first discuss my improvement science
design. I then discuss the research site, participant selection, methods of data collection,
and positionality as a researcher. I will also provide a brief overview of my anticipated
data analysis plan, including measures of trustworthiness. I conclude with a timeline for
my study intervention, data collection, and analysis process.
Improvement Science approach
The problem of practice in this study is the high failure rate of credit recovery
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courses at my school. This research study will utilize improvement science to answer the
following research question: What impact does blended learning have on students taking
virtual credit recovery?
Improvement science as an approach in education centers around the concept that
problems are complex and multi-tiered and caused by the systems where they exist (Bryk
et al., 2017). For outcomes to change, whole systems must be examined to identify
specific changes that need to occur to produce improved results (Bennett & Provost,
2015; Bryk et al., 2017). My topic is complex and multi-tiered, as many factors lead to
student successes and failure in school. As an educator, I cannot control the elements in
students' home lives that cause them to perform less than optimal in school. However, by
implementing the blending learning interventions at school, students will benefit from
positive interactions with teachers, and I hypothesize that the school's credit recovery
pass rate will increase from the previous year. The improvement science model involves
being able to answer three critical questions listed below (Bennett & Provost, 2015;
Whāraurau, n.d., "PDSA section").
1. What is it that one is trying to improve?
2. What changes will one make to produce positive results?
3. How will one know that the change was, in fact, an improvement?
Improvement science also utilizes the concept of networked improvement
communities (NICs), in which a group or community of people work together to solve
problems (Bryk et al., 2017). "Networking and sharing ideas prioritize collaboration over
competition" (Hinnant-Crawford, 2020, p. 92). In the case of this research study, the NIC
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is my school's leadership team consisting of the following relevant stakeholders: the
principal, assistant principals, instructional coaches, technology specialist, school test
coordinator, and myself, the director of school counseling. We meet weekly to discuss
and plan for improved student academic outcomes and brainstorm various interventions
throughout the COVID-19 pandemic to enhance student support and engagement. I also
confer with classroom teachers and ILL aids to discuss student engagement and identify
possible improvement areas throughout the week.
The principles of improvement science are basically similar to scientific
experimentation. The first step involves identifying the causes of the current problems
that need to be fixed, then testing hypotheses using rapid PDSA cycles to implement
small changes or variations to see if positive outcomes will result (Bryk et al.,
2017). PDSA stands for "plan, do, study, and act”. During the “plan” stage, the desired
change is identified, predictions are made about what might happen, and then a design to
test the change is crafted. In the “do” stage, interventions are implemented, documented,
and data is collected. Next, the “study” stage consists of analyzing the data and
determining if the predictions held true or other results surfaced. Finally, the “act” stage
involves making decisions about what to do next, whether it is repeating the cycle with
new interventions, or testing the interventions on a larger scale (Bryk et al., 2017).
Figure 2.2 is a visual model of my PDSA cycle and shows the four stages of the
improvement science model for this research study.
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Figure 2.2
Salahudin-Bolden, A. PDSA Cycle

Note. Each quadrant details the four stages of the design implementation. Adapted from
Learning to Improve: How America’s Schools Can Get Better at Getting Better, by A. S.
Bryk, L. M. Gomez, A. Grunow, and P. G. LeMahieu, 2017, p. 122. Copyright 2017 by
Harvard Education Press.
During the plan stage, I evaluated the current practices at the school as it relates
to how students navigate through the credit recovery classes. Previous studies and my
literature review guided my proposed interventions with the credit recovery program to
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increase pass rates for students taking these courses. Additionally, I collaborated with
colleagues on the school's leadership team. We meet weekly to brainstorm ideas and
look at historical practices at our school and other schools where team members have
worked previously, to determine what interventions may help improve student academic
outcomes.
I also reviewed my school's historical VirtualSC credit recovery pass rate data
for the previous three years (see Table 1.1). If students receive face-to-face tutoring and
progress monitoring from content-specific teachers, I believe they will better understand
the virtual credit recovery material. They will be able to engage in their coursework
daily, enabling them to progress through the learning modules and recover their credits.
Kuhfeld et al. (2020) noted that while schools delivered academic instructions in various
forms during the shutdown and during periods when students received virtual education
from home, learning was not as effective as schools had hoped. Since students will be
receiving face-to-face support from certified teachers, student learning will be better
supported.
In the do stage, the study intervention began. Blending learning took place with
students in the following ways: some teachers provided biweekly tutoring and support
during the daily ILL class period. Teachers tracked their time spent and what specific
support they gave to students. During the extra time that students received support from
face-to-face teachers, they also established meaningful relationships with adults. Dorn et
al. (2020) notes that keeping students engaged while taking virtual courses is a challenge
and that not providing at least some live instruction will hinder students' academic
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progress. Students taking online credit recovery do not have live instruction and often
have to wait on email responses from their virtual teachers. This intervention allowed
students to receive help in real-time from face-to-face teachers at the school during the
school day. Students met in small groups with the teachers, so they also engaged and
socialized with their peers, which was also meaningful.
During this implementation stage, I conducted process measures to determine the
degree of fidelity that this intervention was taking place and if teachers were
implementing the intervention as planned. Hinnant-Crawford (2020) explains that process
measures should be collected often to determine variation in the process and thus should
not be laborious or too time-demanding for the stakeholders involved. I initially created a
simple Google form sign-in to document teachers’ tutoring interventions and time spent
each week. However, this proved too time-consuming to complete every time they met.
Therefore, the teachers set up scheduled days of tutoring instead, where half the students
received face-to-face tutoring and support on Mondays and Wednesdays, and the other
half received it on Tuesdays and Thursdays.
During the study phase, I analyzed the collected data to determine the
effectiveness of weekly tutoring on student progress and passage rates. During this stage
of the PDSA cycle, I compared the students' weekly progress and passage rates of
students who received the blended learning with those that did not to gauge the
effectiveness of the intervention. I also analyzed the data from the Google tracking
sheets to identify any patterns in the frequency and type of support provided by teachers
to further inform my research on this topic.
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Finally, during the act stage, I wrote up my findings and determined whether the
intervention was beneficial or whether further interventions need to be implemented in
future PDSA cycles to increase students' credit recovery passage rates further. The
findings of this research study will be discussed in detail in chapter three. Also, during
this phase, I documented my suggestions/recommendations for future cycles and will
share them with relevant stakeholders at AWHS and colleagues at other schools within
the district.
Research Site
In conducting a DiP research study, it is essential to perform the work in the
educational setting where the problem of practice is being experienced. "Improvement
science moves research out of laboratory settings and randomized field trials into realworld classrooms" (Perry et al., 2020, p. 29). The location for this research study is
AWHS, a suburban public school located in Upstate, South Carolina. I am a school
counselor at AWHS and I obtained permission from school and district leaders to conduct
my research at this site. It is an ideal location for me to conduct the study here because I
have direct access to the students, teachers, and all the necessary data that will be needed
to inform and guide this study (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
AWHS is a part of Unified County Schools and has a student population of
approximately 1,817 students in grades 9-12. Table 2.1 shows the 2021-2022 student
demographics. The staff demographic breakdown is as follows and does not mirror the
student demographics: White - 80%, Black -13%, Hispanic - 4.5%, Asian - 1.3%. That is
typical in the upstate of S.C and similar geographic locations within the school district.
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Unified County Schools is one of the largest school districts in the state. It spans from the
county's northern border and spans roughly 800 square miles. Therefore, there are
considerable variances in the financial statuses of students that attend each school. Even
though about half of our students live in poverty, the other half are considered uppermiddle-class to wealthy, and some live in multimillion-dollar homes.
Table 2.1
2021-2022 AWHS Student Demographics
Student Population Make-up
Percentages
White
57.5%
Black
18.7%
Hispanic
17.0%
Multi
3.9%
Asian
2.6%
All others
0.3%
Students/ with IEPs
15.0%
Students/ with 504 plans
8.0%
PIP (Pupils in Poverty)
52.6%
English as a Second Language
14.0%
Note. AWHS Power School Student Database. IEP means Individual Education Plan.
Participants
I will purposely recruit participants for this research study (Creswell & Creswell,
2018; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; Maxwell, 2012). My participants are students in the
second-semester freshman success learning lab class because they are all currently taking
a virtual credit recovery class via VirtualSC. The other participants in my study include
biology, algebra, and English teachers in the AWHS Freshman Academy. I am using
them because my research focuses on interventions teachers provide to these students,
and they can best inform my findings (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Currently, there are 28
52

students in the learning lab at the start of the second semester. Eighty-seven percent are
PIP, 57% are African American, 18% are Hispanic, and 25% are White.
I have access to student academic and demographic information via my Power
School and VirtualSC account because I am a school counselor. Having access to this
confidential information is within my job role to support all students and families.
"Selecting those times, settings, and individuals that can provide you with the
information that you need to answer your research questions is the most important
consideration in qualitative selection decisions" (Maxwell, 2012, p. 88).
I plan to conduct informal interviews (Sutherland, 2020) through classroom
guidance lessons that I teach in my typical job role. I will need to send home opt-out
forms to allow parents who do not grant parental consent to opt their students out of this
study. I plan to use direct student quotations in this research study that may provide
pertinent insights from their perspectives. Therefore, the exact number of student
participants will depend on the number of parents who agree to allow their students to
participate. I will send home a Parent Opt-Out permission form via email (see Appendix
A) several days before collecting any data for this research.
Positionality
I have worked at AWHS since 2002 as a school counselor and have been the
Director of School Counseling since the 2020-2021 school year. My role is integral to the
school's operation as my department informs students and schedules them into the
required courses to graduate. We serve as liaisons between students, teachers, parents,
and administrators regarding students' progression through high school.
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My positionality in this study is an "Insider collaborating with other insiders"
(Perry et al., 2020, p. 112) because I work with these students and teachers daily to help
students reach their academic potential and ultimately graduate high school (Creswell &
Poth, 2018; Perry et al., 2020). I believe my role in the school will increase the likelihood
of obtaining accurate data and information from students, staff, and student information
databases as it aligns with my current position in the school to produce positive
outcomes. For example, through my daily work in the school, I have already established
rapport with most stakeholders. My role as a counselor is built upon a trusting
relationship, so I feel that students will give me an honest account of their experiences
and perspectives related to their coursework and study habits. My job responsibility is to
provide support and assistance to students to guide them through high school and
postsecondary options. Additionally, this improvement science study aims to help
students succeed; I believe this positive objective will also create buy-in from
participants.
I realize that I may not get the desired results or match the student outcome data
for credit recovery passage rates. Some students may not attend school daily to receive
the extra help of blended learning. Also, some students may not develop a trusting
relationship with the teachers who will volunteer to provide additional support and may
choose not to ask for help when needed. Therefore, caution will be used in making
causation statements from this intervention.
Data Collection
Student academic data collection began in January 2022. Students began taking
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credit recovery classes in the second semester and will conclude at the end of the spring
term in May. I do not want to rely solely on the final grades of individual students or the
overall failure rates for the credit recovery program. Instead, I wanted to get feedback
from the students and teachers to gain personal accounts of how their learning can be
supported to understand their perceptions and needs adequately. "Those closest to the
problem should have a voice" (Perry et al., 2020, p. 114). It will be essential to review
email communications between students and virtual teachers and monitor the intervention
log to analyze the frequency of interventions being provided.
Data collection methods include:
•

the student survey (see Appendix B)

•

the student monitoring sheet (see Appendix C)

•

observations of the learning lab classroom environment

•

informal interviews (Sutherland, 2020)

•

field notes

•

document collection (including weekly progress monitoring and email
communication, and grade reports via the VirtualSC student dashboard)

My school district is Google-based, and teachers can create and share Google documents
that contain information regarding specific students they teach or work with on the job.
No other persons have access to this data, and names will be removed for the
confidentiality of student and staff participants before reporting my findings.
Informal Interviews, Field Notes, and Observations
I used informal interviews (Sutherland, 2020) and conversations with teachers and
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other staff members during the school day. Informal interviews are unplanned,
impromptu conversations that occur throughout the day as opportunities arise. It is
common to have spontaneous conversations in the hallway, cafeteria, and other places
around the school that may provide rich information that can be used for data collection. I
used my cell phone to speak and record my thoughts and information as I received it.
These notes were cleaned/transcribed and documented onto a Google Sheets document
that I later reviewed and analyzed. Also, I used observation notes that I deemed essential
when I visited classrooms during the study that provided insight into student academic
behaviors. These notes involved student engagement and classroom behaviors that I
considered noteworthy to document to assist with determining the success of the
intervention. Finally, I used data from the student survey that I administered.
Digital Materials and Documents
I collected several digital materials and documents for this research study to
understand how and why students fail credit recovery classes. I collected email
communications and grade reports from the VirtualSC Counselor Dashboard between the
online credit recovery teachers and students. These emails gave me insight into students'
academic habits as they progressed through the course. This information was cleaned to
remove student and teacher names and stored on a Google sheets master data file.
The freshman success teacher monitored each student's progress by checking the
VirtualSC dashboard and documenting it on a shared (Google Sheets) student monitoring
sheet that listed all students in the class. All students in the class received the blended
learning intervention. Students could ask for help on their own when they need help from
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a specific core teacher. The freshman success teacher automatically sent students to
receive face-to-face instruction from English and math teachers when students fell behind
in the pacing of the course.
I documented emails sent between January 2022 and May 2022, the end date of
the VirtualSC credit recovery term. Emails were about student performance and progress
from teachers or administrators at the school. I used email to communicate with teachers
and students about grades and academic goals, share necessary information, and respond
to questions. I retracted names from any emails that I deemed note-worthy to include
during the data analysis stage of my dissertation.
Data Analysis and Coding
For this mixed-methods convergent research study, my analysis coincided with
my data collection, allowing me to begin documenting key findings for my final write-up
of the results (Creswell & Poth, 2017). As shown in Figure 2.1, I analyzed qualitative and
quantitative data separately, then merged the two to document my significant findings.
Due to the existing student academic calendar, I began my analysis with qualitative data
because grades were not final until May. First, I read through the informal interview data,
student survey data, email communications, and observation data to create emergent
summative and analytic memos (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I also identified notable quotes
to derive some of the themes that emerged as I reviewed the informal interview and
survey data (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
After reviewing the memos, I created a deductive coding scheme (Miles et al.,
2018) to code the qualitative data (emails, observation notes, and informal interview
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notes). My deductive coding scheme included descriptive categories and markers, which
are vital bits of information that the research participants may throw into an interview
response that provides insight and may signal important feelings, beliefs, or events in
their life that relates to their learning and academic behaviors (Weiss, 1995). As I coded,
I looked for patterns across participant responses and evidence of disconfirming or
unexpected data (Miles et al., 2014). I found some of this, and I will be explaining it in
the next chapter.
For my quantitative data analysis, I used a chi-square test of independence
because student results were pass/fall grades which are called nominal data and require a
nonparametric test (McHugh, M. L., 2013). Chi-square is an excellent statistical test to
use when data is not in interval form but rather categorical, like many data sets used in
education. I used the total number of students in the freshman success class (28) and
determined the pass rate for the class at the end of the semester. I then determined the
pass rate of the Spring 21 freshmen students who did not receive the blended learning
intervention. Next, I determined if the difference was statistically different. The chisquare test of independence compares the frequency counts of the samples based on two
categorical variables (McHugh, M. L., 2013). After I computed the data, I compared it to
the qualitative findings to determine if the two sets of findings supported my study
hypothesis that blended learning would increase virtual credit recovery passage rates or if
they differed from one another.
I compared emergent themes with the outcomes from the credit recovery passage
rates of the freshman success class where the intervention was being used. I looked at
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how the evidence from student outcomes aligned with the qualitative findings. I also used
qualitative data to assess underlying causes for the lack of student progress that was
evident in the data.
Trustworthiness
To promote trustworthiness in this research study, I used peer debriefing to
increase the validity of my research (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Peer debriefing
involved having one or two of my colleagues at the school who are familiar with credit
recovery read through my findings to ensure that I had an alternate perspective other than
my own. I encouraged them to ask questions and seek clarification if it was needed.
Additionally, I used triangulation by reviewing data from multiple sources such as the
interview transcripts and digital documents to ensure the themes and findings were
supported across various participants (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Lincoln & Guba,
1985).
To support and strengthen this research's validity and as an employee of the
school, I have spent prolonged time at the research site, enabling me to work with the
research participants over time and understand the phenomenon being researched
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Collectively, these strategies helped to establish the
trustworthiness of my data analysis process.
Limitations
As an employee of the research site, I have direct access to information about the
students and programs being researched in this study. My work with students and
teachers has allowed me to learn students' typical work habits and talk to them directly
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about their academic performance and progress towards graduation. I believe this allowed
for a natural data collection cycle because I had already built rapport and established
trusting relationships with the school's students, parents, and many staff members.
One limitation was the limited number of students and teachers I collected data
from. Some critics may view this as a less reliable source of information to draw
conclusions from about the research question at the center of this study. However,
improvement science relies on identifying a problem of practice, generating a hypothesis,
testing small changes through rapid PDSA cycles, then studying the results to determine
if the change produces improvement. It does not necessitate a large sample size to collect
data and test interventions. "One advantage of the PDSA cycle is that it is a very flexible
tool to guide learning at different stages- from a good idea to a quick prototype to
something that may work in a few places and, finally, to a robust large-scale
improvement" (Bryk, et at., 2017, p. 122). Additionally, the mixed methods research
design allows for merging qualitative data with quantitative data to tell a more complete
story and explain findings (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018) at the end of the PDSA cycle.
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CHAPTER THREE
FINDINGS
In this chapter, I will report the findings of my data collection and analysis to
answer my research question: “How does blended learning support students taking virtual
credit recovery and increase their passage rates?” Collecting qualitative and quantitative
data was a more compelling and thorough way to answer my research question. Multiple
themes surfaced during the qualitative data analysis, and I will discuss each one with the
relevant supporting data. In the upcoming sections, the data reveals the results of the
“Study” phase of my PDSA cycle.
My analysis provides details that support the conclusion that blended learning
interventions helped students pass their credit recovery courses during the “Do” phase of
the implemented PDSA cycle. First, I will present the qualitative findings that surfaced
from analyzing student and teacher data and regular classroom observations during the
semester. Then I will share the quantitative data findings to show whether they support
and strengthen the qualitative findings in the study.
Qualitative Findings
In the following section, I present the major findings from my qualitative data
analysis: student learning environment, difficulty-level of subject, in-person, real-time
help from others, and student motivation. The data shows that students benefited from the
blended learning interventions. Through my data analysis I found that they preferred to
work on their credit recovery courses while at school because they could get help from
teachers.
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Student Learning Environment
Students in the freshman success enlightened me on several things related to their
school performance and what helps them experience success. The student survey was
emailed to all 28 students in the class and there was a 64% response rate. Eighteen total
students completed the survey due to various reasons students were not in class
(suspensions, absences, transfers). One of the most significant findings from this group
came from the student survey about perceptions of credit recovery and their preparedness
for completing virtual coursework. Only 50 percent of the students (n=9/9) in this study
reported that they had access to consistent, reliable internet at home (see Figure 3.1).
Consistent internet service is a significant factor to note when discussing
VirtualSC credit recovery courses because they are entirely online. Credit recovery
courses rely on the internet to provide students with the content and assessments needed
to recover their credits. Even in a school where one-to-one devices are provided (all
students receive a Chromebook), this still is not enough to equip students with all the
technological tools they need to succeed in virtual classes.

62

Figure 3.1
Credit recovery students with consistent internet at home

Students without access to consistent internet are limited in the amount of time
they have to recover their credits. While 50 percent of the students reported having access
to consistent, reliable internet at home, this does not solve all the problems students
encounter when working on an entirely virtual course. When students do not have access
to the internet, they are at a disadvantage from the start.
In addition to a computer and internet access, students need adequate academic
workspace and time at home to work on virtual classes because they must also complete
homework and devote study time for the additional in-person classes they take at school.
Subsequently, students were able to describe key differences between their home study
environments and school. Seventy-eight percent of the students (n=14/18) stated in the
survey response that they had a quiet, comfortable place to work on their credit recovery
class at home. However, 89.9% (n=16/18) of them said they preferred to work on their
credit recovery class at school (see Figure7). One student explained why they prefer

63

school over home:
It’s my preferred place since, at home, I am usually asked to do stuff, so I have to
step away from the computer for a few minutes; while in school, I have an hour
and a few minutes to do it all.
The student’s account displays how having a conducive environment, free of distractions,
helps students focus on their schoolwork which supports academic success. Another
student who was taking credit recovery Algebra 1 explained why she preferred working
on her credit recovery class at school:
because the teachers are supposed to help you and most of the time at home, you
have to call someone or ask your parents who didn’t learn how to do math the
way we do it at school.
In this student’s example, she highlights the importance of having teachers
present even for virtual, asynchronous courses. Even though the majority of students
reported having a quiet place at home to study, they also reported being distracted by
factors in their home environment. Another student said he was tired by the time he got
home every day and that it was hard to stay focused on schoolwork, explaining, “I
usually just take a nap or watch tv when I get home, and then I have to do homework or
study for my other classes.” This illustrates the mental energy that students expend while
at school and the need for mental breaks to recharge and feed their social emotional needs
like getting rest and watching tv for enjoyment.
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Figure 3.2
Survey response about where students prefer to work on credit recovery courses

To gauge how students felt about fully virtual courses, I asked how the March
2020 sudden school shutdowns impacted them during the height of the COVID-19
pandemic. The predictable school environment and schedule are what many students
realized and said they needed during the COVID-19 shutdown and the limited in-person
attendance in the following 2020-2021 school year. When asked how the school
shutdowns affected them, 72% of students (n=13/19) shared the negative impact of not
having teachers present to help them at home.
One student shared, “it made it more stressful,” while another student noted, “I
was shut off from the world, and being a social butterfly, I became severely depressed
and stopped doing schoolwork.” This student feedback substantiated the research that I
documented in my literature review about the social, personal, and academic instability
that the pandemic caused in many students’ lives (Apone, 2020; Biddle & Franklin, 2021;
Halladay et al., 2020; Minkos & Gelbar, 2020). Clearly stated, most students thrived in
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the schools’ social setting where their social emotional needs were met, which promoted
better follow-through with schoolwork.
All 28 students in this year’s freshman success class began the 2020-2021 school
year either fully virtual (they did not attend school in-person at all), or only attended
school in-person one day per week due to the social distancing practices that were still in
place. Once the COVID-19 spread rate improved in our area, students who opted to
attend school in-person could only come into the building two days per week for the first
half of the school year. Seven of the students in the freshman success class remained
entirely virtual for the 2020-2021 school year. One of the seven students who were
entirely virtual during the 2020-2021 school year said:
I failed all my classes last year when I was virtual. I came back to in-person
school to get help from the teachers. Also, I didn’t get to see my friends, which
wasn’t fun at all.
During the first classroom observation that I conducted, it was apparent that the
learning environment was structured so that students were able to work free of
distractions. After the teacher took the role, she said:
Okay, so now you need to get your Chromebooks out and log in to your courses
and start working. If you need help, raise your hand. If you need earbuds, let me
know, and I will give you a pair.
Most students either had earbuds in or were using noise canceling headphones. One day a
student did not bring his Chromebook to class. When the freshman success teacher
noticed he was not working but rather on his phone, she gave him a pass to check out a
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temporary one from the library so he could still use the class period to work on credit
recovery. I noticed that most students were logged in to their VirtualSC courses and
engaged in what was on their computer screens unless they had gone to see their inperson math or English teacher for help. However, some were scrolling on their
cellphones or had their heads on their desks instead of focusing on their computer
screens. I noted who these students were and will provide qualitative data that I gathered
from them in a later section that explores student motivation. I found that school is better
than home for several reasons, but it still isn’t entirely perfect for student engagement.
Difficulty-Level of Subject
Another theme that surfaced was that both students and teachers felt that the
Algebra 1 credit recovery course was difficult and could be why students often struggle
to pass it. With VirtualSC credit recovery courses, Math teacher B also reported that as a
math teacher, the material in the credit recovery Algebra 1 course consists of advanced
concepts. He went on to state:
four of the nine units are not what we teach in the Algebra 1 class. There is stuff
like exponential growth and quadratic equations that you don’t go into until
Algebra 2. It’s a little bit higher than what you teach for the [Algebra 1] EOC.
Like unit nine, the last unit, there is no way they would know how to do that
without me telling them that this is the formula, like how to do this. It kind of like
explains it a little bit, but it’s a click-through anyways and they don’t really learn
from it. So, if they really read through it and try to get it maybe, but it would still
be hard.
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His statement highlights the fact that for students who have already failed Algebra, they
may struggle trying to complete Algebra 1 credit recovery because the content is even
more challenging, and they need to master concepts they may not have even learned in
the initial credit course.
During an informal conversation with math teacher A, she mentioned a few
students who come to her for help that do not ever ask questions. She said, “students get
face to face help twice per week. Some don't submit assignments until they get help from
me and some work on the course at home. The ones that don't ask for help, do not do as
well and will just sit there and waste time.” She said if she does not sit with them and
walk them through the lessons, they sit there and stare at the computer or engage in their
cell phones. She further explained that the VirtualSC program for Algebra CR is
sometimes hard to understand for her as a teacher and that a great deal of her time is
spent explaining to students what they need to do for the lesson. Teacher A noted that the
certified science teacher in freshman success asks for help to understand some of the
questions. Both math teachers’ belief about that the difficulty level of Algebra 1 credit
recovery supports the need for the blending learning interventions to help students
succeed in passing the class.
In contrast, other CR courses appear to be less challenging, or more closely
aligned with the curriculum at AWHS. The Virtual SC English teacher stated:
…with English, you probably have mastered the material by sixth grade. Not
much of it has changed, right? So, at this point, it's not a matter of do they know
the English skills. It's a matter of them wanting to show up and do it.
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In other words, with English credit recovery, if the students are willing to put in the time
and effort it takes to complete the units, they usually do. She also noted that she has
previously offered live sessions for students to meet with her in real-time, but only about
three students have ever done that. She does not believe it is the difficulty of the English
credit recovery classes that causes students to fail, but rather the desire of the students to
take the time to complete all ten modules.
Of the 18 students who completed the survey, 14 took credit recovery Algebra 1,
and four took credit recovery English. The majority of students taking credit recovery
Algebra responded negatively to the open-ended survey question (see Appendix D) that
asked about their feelings about school in general. They often used terms such as dislike,
hard, and overwhelming compared to those taking English who used terms like: boring
and time-consuming. Both students and teachers reported their belief that the Algebra 1
credit recovery course was more difficult than the English credit recovery course.
However, that belief cannot be supported by quantitative data. I provide information in
the quantitative data findings section that explains why no statistical analysis can be used
to determine a significant difference in passage rate of students who took English 1 credit
recovery over Algebra 1 credit recovery.
In-Person, Real-Time Help from Others
Half the students who took Algebra 1 credit recovery would go to math teacher
A’s class on Mondays and Wednesdays for help with the modules. On Tuesdays and
Thursdays, the other half of the students went to math teacher B’s class. It was set up this
way so that students could get help with the course lessons before taking the unit
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benchmarks and have time to work on the module’s lessons on alternate days. Fewer
students were taking English credit recovery this semester. Students who needed help
with their English course went on Fridays to get help from one specific teacher. They
could also get help as needed from the freshman success teacher due to the universal
content of reading comprehension.
In the student survey, 13 of the 18 students responded that they benefitted from
the help from the face-to-face teachers, and they did not know if they would have been
able to complete the course without this help (See Appendix B). One student reported
that face-to-face help from teachers did not benefit him. However, on other questions, the
same student responded in favorable ways about receiving help from in-person teachers
at school. He stated that his preferred place to work on his credit recovery English 1 class
was at school “because it will get done.” He also said that he needs or receives help from
in-person teachers to complete his credit recovery work on time. I believe he accidentally
responded “no” to the question asking if the in-person help benefited him or did not take
that question seriously because he received help. He even stated he knew it would get
done by working on it at school.
Math teacher B started providing the blended learning intervention of face-to-face
instruction and assistance to students about two weeks into the Spring semester. He
believed an effective intervention to increase CR Algebra 1 pass rates was to allow
students to work together to provide peer support in addition to teacher support. He
explained,
So, it’s definitely a lot better when you have other students that are a little bit
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ahead. When you have a student who can help another student out, as a teacher, I
can go around and tell them how to do something or maybe help a student out like
show them where to put the decimal, you know, help out in that way. But another
student can say, “oh, this is how you do it.” They’ve already done it before and
gone through the module. I think that is a big help, and the students like getting
help from their peers who’ve already gone through it.
He said that while he provides tutoring and assistance for students during the school day,
he noticed that,
most students don’t do any of their credit recovery at home. I have some of them
[students] that will sit on a question and like, wait until I connect things for them
and explain what the directions mean instead of reading the questions themselves
because they think they aren’t good at math.
Waiting to complete assignments at school suggests that students felt most confident in
completing their assignments for the course when they worked in-person with a teacher
and a small group of peers. This supports earlier research that showed that keeping
students engaged in their learning helps them finish virtual courses (Roblyer et al., 2008).
Students preferring to complete their courses at school also mirrors the research that I
found about students who are already behind their peers and who come from
marginalized communities. These students often do not have the type of home study
environments conducive to learning and do not have the necessary human resources to
help them with their academic learning (Black et al., 2021). This finding validates the
need to have suitable study environments staffed with supportive teachers and peers to
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assist these students with the virtual coursework needed to graduate high school.
One student who only managed to pass her Algebra 1 credit recovery after getting
an extension from her VirtualSC teacher shared what she thought about receiving realtime help and support from in-person teachers. She preferred the real-time help and
support over her previous virtual school experience where she did not have face-to-face
help from a teacher. She shared in her survey response that not having teachers in person
contributed to her poor academic performance. She explained,
It messed me up big time. I learn way better in person, so during the online time, I
did not understand the assignments, and not being able to ask questions and them
being answered right then and there made it harder for me to understand.
This student’s account made it apparent that having teachers to explain schoolwork was a
better way for her to learn and complete assignments. This real-time help for students is
what blended learning provides for students.
The VirtualSC English teacher stated students often need real-time help and that it
can make a big difference in whether or not students complete the course and earn back
their credits. She stated that something she has always done with credit recovery is to tell
her students they can call or text her at any time of day. She explained that she knows
they may not be able to move past a module until they get their question answered and
said:
I will pretty much answer their call whenever. I know we have to have
boundaries, but I always let the kids know, “hey call me, text me, email, you
know, whatever, outside of office hours if you need it, and if I'm able, I'm going
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to respond” because that's the kind of instant [feedback], they need. They may be
sitting in a classroom…in a lab setting or they may be at home. They don’t need
to wait an hour or two hours to be able to get a response.
This quote illustrates that experienced teachers understand that students taking virtual
classes also need real-time feedback to help them stay on pace and do the work when
they are taking fully virtual classes without the personal interaction that traditional
classrooms offer in person. This particular teacher has worked with VirtualSC from the
start of the program’s inception after first working to help establish a local school
district’s in-house virtual program. She said that she learned early on during her time
working with virtual programs, especially students taking credit recovery, that students
need help staying on track. I will share more data from this teacher in the following
section as it relates to another central theme that surfaced during my qualitative data
collection about factors that impact student success in credit recovery courses.
From the conversations that I had with both students and teachers, it was clear
that getting immediate help and feedback from others in real time is both preferred and
needed over the lag time in the feedback that often comes with virtual courses. When
students waste time waiting for help, it often impacts their motivation to complete the
course. Student motivation is the final theme that I will discuss before introducing my
quantitative findings.
Student Motivation
As a school counselor, I am tasked with helping students develop the skills to help
them experience academic success, strengthen their social and emotional development,
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and help with career exploration. Therefore, it is vital to explore what thought patterns
exist among students who have fallen behind in their academic journey toward
graduation. Student motivation was the most common theme that surfaced during my
data collection. In this research study, I define motivation as the internal force, ability, or
drive to complete goals and follow through on actions. In the following section, I share
the data that suggests keeping students motivated to complete the credit recovery units is
what is most critical to student passage rates.
When I conducted my bi-weekly classroom observations, it was clear that some
students needed help to stay on task. One girl, who later was dropped from the course for
failure to submit assignments, stood out immediately. She often was not in class, so I
could only observe her three times during the semester in class. The few times she was in
class, she constantly had her head down on her desk or asked for a pass to leave class.
The teacher would call her name and tell her to start back working, but it became
apparent that she was not motivated to work on her course. What was not immediately
clear was the cause of her low motivation. However, that was later identified after she
was referred for a psycho-educational evaluation do to her poor academic achievement.
This student indicated on her survey response that she had stable internet access at
home and preferred to work on her credit recovery outside of class even though she did
not do so. Email communication logs from the VirtualSC dashboard indicated she had her
first drop warning from her virtual teacher within three weeks of starting the course in
January. She would later receive four more drop warnings from her virtual teacher before
finally being dropped from the course on March 24, 2022.
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When asked why she was not completing her assignments, she said, “I can’t
concentrate at school and feel like everyone is staring at me.” She refused to get help
from the math teachers who were available to help students with the courses, and instead,
she said she would complete her assignments at home. She told me, “I feel more
comfortable doing schoolwork at home.” The freshman success teacher noted that she
would avoid coming to class and had received two referrals for cutting class by February.
It was later discovered that she had been referred for evaluation to determine if she
qualified for Special Education services. I believe her lack of motivation was due to an
undiagnosed disability (Learning Disorder) that was eventually identified later in the
school year.
Student motivation can affect where students complete their coursework
regardless of the subject matter. Another student who did not pass his English 1 credit
recovery class responded on the student survey that his preferred location to work on
credit recovery is at school. He later explained during an informal interview, “because if
I’m home, I’m not doing it.” When asked why he was not progressing in the credit
recovery class even after his VirtualSC teacher gave him a ten-day extension, he
explained by saying, “I just don’t have any more motivation to do it. I had a really bad
start because I’ve had COVID-19 twice and I missed a lot of days. I just felt like I got too
far behind, to be honest.” He said he gets easily distracted and listens to music to help
him stay focused on schoolwork at home and at school. During a classroom observation, I
noted that instead of working on his credit recovery English work, he looked at things on
his cellphone instead. The teacher redirected him, but minutes later, he was off task
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again, often with his head on the desk.
When I asked math teacher B what factors he noticed with students who are
successful in completing credit recovery courses, he said:
It’s all about motivation. Being able to come here and knock it out. It’s just a lot
of work. I had one student who knocked out like three units in two weeks, then
she kind of just fell off and didn’t do anything after that. It’s a lot of work, so just
really, motivation at that point, so just pushing through it and getting it done.
Math teacher A said that when students have difficulty understanding the material, they
struggle, “their motivation is shot, and they don’t even want to try the work after that. I
have to tell them all the time, “You can do it. You just have to log in, try, and ask
questions when you come to me for help.” Motivation was noted by the VirtualSC
English teacher as the key reason students fail credit recovery English. She stated that
based on her observations through the years, “it’s really just a matter of students don’t
finish the ten units and based on just observation…they get stuck on a unit, or even if
they just quit logging in…”.
One outlier is that there were students who were motivated to work on their
credit recovery at home and outside of school. Eleven percent of the surveyed students
reported a preference for working on their credit recovery from home. Both math teachers
noted that these students often did not need constant feedback and explanations like the
majority of students who only work on credit recovery at school and rely on teacher and
peer support. These were the students who typically helped their peers to understand the
assignments. They had already mastered the material and moved on to modules that
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students who only worked at school had not yet reached.
Communication
When analyzing the VirtualSC student dashboard, 100% of the students received
at least four or more emails from their virtual teacher about either being late on
submitting work, being behind in the course pacing, potentially being dropped for
inactivity, or asking if they needed help with the course. Communication is meant to help
encourage and motivate students to continue completing assignments as it offers support
from the virtual teacher and feedback to assist students with time-management. Of the 18
students who completed the survey, only four reported engaging in regular
communication with their VirtualSC teachers. When I monitored the VirtualSC
dashboard for student activity, the majority of messages from virtual teachers were
unread by students.
The VirtualSC English teacher said that another significant factor that she has
noticed with students who complete the course and gain credits back is communication
with her. She stated that she uses technology to send regular, automated personal email
messages to students to provide positive reinforcement after they complete each module
to help motivate students to continue working and reach out to her if they need assistance.
She stated that “those (students) who are successful will respond to that email and say,
“thanks so much for encouraging me, or that really helps me, I can do this.” She said the
students who pass the class are overwhelmingly those who respond to her automated and
real-time communications from her about their work. She said that instant feedback
seems to help motivate them to continue working. She said that she could tell that it
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makes a difference and recommended that schools or whoever is working with the
students taking credit recovery encourage students to reach out and communicate with
their virtual teachers. She said she found that texting works best with students over email
because students typically are always on their phones.
It is clear that even when interventions are provided to students and conducive
work environments are provided with face-to-face assistance from certified teachers at
school, there are still other factors that determine whether or not students pass credit
recovery courses. Students must possess some level of personal motivation and they must
follow-thru with behaviors that lead to succeed. For example, they must log in regularly
to their virtual credit recovery courses, respond to virtual teacher emails, and complete
the assignments regularly if they are to pass the course and regain the credits needed to
graduate.
Quantitative Findings
Blended Learning and the Impact on Credit Recovery Passage Rates
Another significant finding is that blending learning positively impacted credit
recovery passage rates. I investigated the relationship between blended learning and the
passage rates of freshmen students taking credit recovery courses. During my data
analysis, I used SPSS software to run statistical analyses. I will explain the data analysis
in the following section and what it suggested about the blended learning intervention
that I used in my PDSA cycle.
I used data from a sample of 53 total students (see Figure 3.3). Twenty-five were
ninth-grade students from the 2020-2021 school year who took their courses without the
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blended learning intervention as described in my PDSA cycle and consisted of the
following courses: credit recovery Algebra 1 (N=7), credit recovery English 1 (N=14),
and credit recovery Biology (N=4). The other 28 students were freshmen from the current
2021-2022 school year taking the same courses, but all were provided with the blended
learning intervention.
I calculated descriptive statistics for students in the freshman success class in
spring 2022 and students who attempted credit recovery in the 2020-2021 school year
without the specified interventions in the freshman success class. These included student
frequencies by courses taken, ethnicity, and PIP (pupils in poverty) to determine if there
were significant differences between the two groups of students (i.e., students in the
freshman success program and students who attempted credit recovery in the 2020-2021
school year without the specified interventions) that might account for the differences in
passage rates other than the blended learning intervention. The two groups of students
were statistically similar in each category (i.e., course, ethnicity, PIP status) that I tested.
This year, 14 students took Algebra 1, six students took Biology, and six took
English 1. Due to students who transferred to my school, two repeating 9th graders took
English 2 credit recovery in the freshman success class. One interesting fact about the
data is that last spring, most credit recovery courses were English 1 (n=14). In contrast,
this year, it was the opposite, with Algebra 1 (n=14) comprising most credit recovery
courses taken (see Figure 3.3).
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Figure 3.3
Frequency of Students by Credit Recovery Course by Intervention Year

When it came to ethnicity (see Figure 3.4), the distribution of students across both
groups of students were very similar. There were more Black students, 52.8% (n=28/53)
who took credit recovery courses than White, 24% (n=13/53) and Hispanic students, 23%
(n=12/53) in both sample terms. Sixteen black students received the blended learning
intervention as opposed to 12 who did not receive the intervention last year. There was a
similar number of Hispanic students (n=6) for both years and White students within and
across each group. There was one fewer white student this year (n=6) than last.
These demographics are consistent with the research I found in my literature
review. Minority students often lag behind their peers in graduation rate statistics and
often experience more failed courses in school. The literature also found that the COVID-
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19 pandemic would impact minority and other marginalized groups more than their
White counterparts. Across both school years, Black students participated in virtual
schooling at a higher rate, and the negative impacts are visible in the higher number of
failed courses. Of the 28 students in the Freshmen Success class, seven were fully virtual
in the 2020-2021 school year. Of those seven, five were Black students.
Figure 3.4
Frequency of Students by Ethnicity by Intervention Year

Consistent with ethnicity and courses, the PIP status of the students was
consistent across both years as well. In the 2020-2021 school year, 88% of the students
(n=22/25) in this study sample who took credit recovery as freshmen were classified as
PIP versus 93% students (n=26/28) this school year (see Figure 3.5). Also, consistent
with the literature review, students in poverty experience bigger achievement gaps in
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terms of graduation rates and overall course failures. Poverty appears to be a predictable
factor among students whose academic achievement is less than optimal when
demographic data is considered. Poverty crosses ethnicity and gender groups in terms of
being a factor that increases students’ likelihood of participating in credit recovery
courses to get back on track for on-time graduation.
Figure 3.5
Frequency of Students by Pupils in Poverty Status by Intervention Year

I conducted a chi-square test of independence to test the null hypothesis that
blended learning and credit recovery passage rates are independent of each other. In other
words, the null hypothesis would be that there is no statistically significant difference
between the students who received the intervention and the students who did not receive
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the intervention in terms of their credit recovery passage rates. From my extensive
literature review of existing research about credit recovery and blended learning, I
anticipated that there would be more students to pass credit recovery this year because
they received the blended learning intervention.
The chi-square test was statistically significant [Χ2 (1, N = 53) = 6.691, p=.010.
This test provides evidence that blended learning positively affected credit recovery
passage rates. The df* was one, and the Cramer’s V was .355, which is considered a
medium effect size. A medium effect size strengthens the finding that there is a
statistically significant difference between the two groups of ninth graders’ passage rates
based on the blended learning intervention. See Table 3.1 for the numbers that were used
to run the chi-square test.
Table 3.1
Pass/Fail Rate for Credit Recovery by Intervention Year
Blended Learning
Intervention
Spr. 2021-No
Spr. 2022 -Yes
Combined Years
Total

# Pass

# Fail

Total

9
20
29

16
8
24

25
28
53

Passage
Rate
36.00%
71.42%
54.72%

Note. “No” means the students did not receive the intervention and “Yes” means the
students received the intervention.
In my interviews with Algebra teachers, they stated that the Algebra 1 content
was difficult and there were standards covered in the credit recovery course that they did
not necessarily cover in the Algebra 1 face-to-face, initial credit class so they believed
this was why students struggle to pass credit recovery Algebra 1. I wanted to analyze the
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data to determine if there was a statistically significant difference in passage rate by
subject based on the blended learning intervention. However, too few students received
the intervention in each of the other subject areas to test whether there was a statistically
significant difference in passage rates based on the subject area.
Results
This research study was a conscious attempt to answer my research question:
What impact does blended learning have on students taking virtual credit recovery?
In this mix-methods study, I gathered qualitative and quantitative data from students,
teachers, classroom observations, survey data, and the VirtualSC database. Based on the
qualitative and quantitative data analysis, I feel assured that my research question can be
answered with confidence. The findings from this study show that blended learning
helped students pass their credit recovery courses because students were provided with a
conducive learning environment at school to work on their credit recovery course. The
majority of students said they preferred to work on their credit recovery at school.
Blended learning also provided students with in-person, real-time help from teachers and
peers. Multiple students responded that during the time when they were fully virtual, they
missed out of the social interactions with peers and teachers. Lastly, blended learning
provided instant feedback to students which helped motivate them to continue in their
coursework because they did not have to wait on a delayed response from the virtual
teacher if they were having difficulty understanding the material.
There was a statistically significant increase in the passage rate of students who
received the blended learning intervention over the students from last spring who did not
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receive it. It provided them with the real-time help and support they needed from teachers
and peers. The following chapter will discuss the implications of this research and how
districts can use it to help students who need to take virtual credit recovery to earn back
credits and remain on track to graduate high school in four years. Additionally, I will
offer suggestions for future research to advance the field of virtual credit recovery in a
time of increasing technology use by school districts nationwide to decrease achievement
gaps. In particular, marginalized students who often lag behind their similar-aged peers
who do not face the same disparities could benefit the most from these advances.
The following chapter will discuss the implications of this research and how
districts can use it to help students who need to take virtual credit recovery to earn back
credits and remain on track to graduate high school in four years. Additionally, I will
offer suggestions for future research to advance the field of virtual credit recovery in a
time of increasing technology use by school districts nationwide to decrease achievement
gaps. In particular, marginalized students who often lag behind their similar-aged peers
who do not face the same disparities could benefit the most from these advances.
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CHAPTER FOUR
DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION
This improvement science study included a PDSA cycle to improve credit
recovery passage rates at AWHS during the 2021-2022 school year. Improvement science
uses a PDSA model that features short cycles of implementation of an intervention to
determine if the intervention of choice will produce improved outcomes in an identified
problem of practice. In this improvement science study, I identified the low passage rates
of students taking VirtualSC credit recovery as the problem of practice. I implemented
blended learning to address the problem of practice of the high failure rate of students
taking virtual credit recovery courses.
The most significant finding from my study is that blended learning was a
successful intervention that increased credit recovery passage rates. I found student
success was influenced positively by providing a conducive learning environment during
the school day for students to work on their credit recovery course. Providing students
with in-person, real-time help from certified teachers and peers was a statistically
significant intervention. Lastly, I found that student motivation was a major determining
factor of whether students passed their credit recovery courses. Based on my qualitative
and quantitative data analysis, the intervention was successful and can be replicated.
This chapter focuses on the “act” stage of the PDSA model, which involves
implementing practices to bring about system-wide improvements on a larger scale. I will
discuss the significance of this research, including strengths and weaknesses will be
identified. I will offer recommendations for future studies that can contribute to the
growing trend of virtual learning in this post-COVID-19 school shutdown era in public
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education.
Significance
I conducted this research study in part because the COVID-19 world pandemic
forever changed our lives and our nation's educational system in 2020. Technology and
virtual learning have been an integral part of our modern education system. However, we
never experienced a nationwide school shutdown where in a matter of days, students
were forced to abandon the traditional face-to-face instruction and learning in exchange
for an entirely virtual teaching and learning environment from home with no in-personal
interaction which peers or teachers (Kuhfeld et al., 2020; Minkos & Gelbar, 2020). The
emotional and academic trauma that resulted from such an immediate change in routine
for both students and educators impacted students in ways that required remediation both
academically and social-emotionally (Aponte, 2020; Biddle & Franklin, 2021; Dorn et
al., 2020; Minkos & Gelbar, 2020). This study is significant, showing that
implementation of blending learning after the COVID-19 school closures increased the
number of students who passed credit recovery courses. The intervention passage rate
was statistically significant in comparison to student groups who had no daily face-toface help, or in-person interactions with certified teachers.
In my review of research, I found that blended learning improved academic
outcomes in students who were taking virtual credit recovery courses (Christensen et al.,
2013; Frazelle, 2016; Pulham & Graham, 2018; Roblyer et al., 2008). National and state
data also highlighted the increased failure rates that students experienced as a whole
(Strauss, 2020), and locally, in my district, the number of course failures more than
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doubled from pre-COVID-19 (Mitchell, 2021). Furthermore, my school experienced a
drop in its graduation rate during the 2020-2021 school year and an increased number of
students needing to take credit recovery courses to gain credits back due to failed course
attempts. Therefore, to combat the learning losses that occurred, it was relevant and
timely to test out an intervention to improve the passage rates of students taking virtual
credit recovery at my school site.
Significantly, I found relationship-building and trust between teachers and
students help students maintain focus and complete their courses. I implemented this
PSDA cycle, designed to help students get back on track toward grade-level promotion,
through ongoing collaboration with the school’s Freshman Academy Coordinator and
several freshmen teachers. Providing students with a conducive classroom environment
during the school day to work on their credit recovery courses, implementing face-to-face
help and support from content certified teachers, and monitoring their daily progress to
individually conference with students, enabled them to pass their courses at a higher rate
than before this blended learning was implemented.
Research supported this practice (Christensen et al., 2013; Frazelle, 2016;
Pulham & Graham, 2018; Roblyer et al., 2008), as it provided students with a sense of
psychological safety in addition to the academic remediation they needed (Aponte, 2020;
Halladay et al., 2020; Minkos & Gelber, 2020). As a school counselor, I visited the
freshman success class bi-weekly to establish a trusting relationship with ninth-grade
students. This relationship helped them become better adapted to ask questions and
discuss their academic standing, whether it was about the credit recovery class itself or
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their personal academic struggles that hindered their progress. It also allowed the teacher
to individually conference with students privately in the hallway to discuss each student’s
weekly progress in their virtual credit recovery course. By developing trusting, personal
relationships with teachers and peers and allowing for real-time questions and answers
about class work to promote academic success, students experienced greater success than
in previous years. The methodological approach of my study enabled me to create robust,
student-centered findings that supports/confirms previous research that blended learning
is beneficial to students who take fully virtual courses.
Research by Dorn et al. (2020) shows that providing students with support and
remediation while at school is an effective strategy to help students experience success
(Dorn et al., 2020). This proved to be especially helpful to the specific population of
students in this study, as 50% of them reported not having access to reliable internet
access at home and 89.9% of student participants preferred working on their virtual credit
recovery at school. The use of certified teachers in the specific content area of what
students were taking in credit recovery was also a major strategy used in this study
supported by research (Dorn et al., 2020). For example, math teachers were able to
explain the material to students to understand their assignments. This was particularly
helpful considering both math teachers noted the difficulty of the credit recovery Algebra
1 content. My study therefore expands findings from Dorn et al. (2020) that the use of
certified teachers to provide face-to-face research increases student passage rates when
taking fully virtual courses and was an effective blended learning strategy.
I also found a statistically significant increase in the passage rates of ninth-grade
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students who received the blended learning intervention when compared with the passage
rates of a demographically similar group from 2021. This finding, while from a small
sample size, further confirms the efficacy of using blended learning as an intervention for
credit-recovery courses.
Finally, the outcomes of this intervention are significant because of the ease of
implementation. For example, there were no additional financial costs associated with
implementation. It relied on existing teachers at the school who were invested in
improving students' academic and emotional outcomes. Since the remediation and
relationship building took place during the school day, administration did not have to pay
teachers to stay after school to provide the intervention. Additionally, administration
supported scheduling freshman success courses during the school day. This benefitted the
marginalized population of students that were in the class because families did not need
to secure after school transportation for students who typically would ride the bus home.
As was documented in the literature review, the learning losses due to COVID-19
shutdowns and limited in-person schooling affected students nationwide (Arnett, 2021;
Dorn et al., 2020), not just at my school. Other schools can adapt the strategies outlined
in this PDSA model to help students who need additional academic and social support
while taking virtual credit recovery courses. Blended learning has various combinations
of in-person instruction and virtual coursework. Therefore, schools can adapt the type of
blended learning that fits best with their student population and staffing situations.
In conclusion, my mixed-methods study found that blended learning improved
credit recovery passage rates for the intervention group. This outcome further supports
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previous research on blended learning (Frazelle, 2016; Pettyjohn & LaFrance, 2014;
Watson, 2013). Furthermore, I also contribute new evidence about the beneficial use of
blended learning intervention during the COVID-19 pandemic, which created challenges,
not addressed in other studies. In today’s educational environment, educational leaders
can better equip students who take fully virtual courses by providing them with in-person
support and help from certified teachers to supplement the virtual platform and one-toone devices for students to use to help with learning in this technology-driven world in
which we currently live.
Recommendations
Future Researchers
As with any research study, there is always room for growth and opportunities for
future researchers to increase the body of literature that exists about a topic. In this study,
blended learning proved beneficial overall for students taking VirtualSC credit recovery
courses. As is typical for rapid cycles of intervention in the improvement science model,
my study involved one complete PDSA cycle that took place over a semester. The small
size of the study limited some of my analysis. There were not enough students taking
English 1 and Biology to use a chi-square test to determine whether blended learning was
more impactful based on the subject when using SPSS to analyze the quantitative data
statistically. Therefore, my first recommendation is for future research is to utilize larger
sample sizes to compare passage rates statistically based on the credit recovery subject.
With more future studies conducted, there may be evidence that supports different types
of blended learning interventions based on the specific content.
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A second recommendation for future research is to conduct an improvement
science PDSA cycle to test using incentives for students to help motivate them to
complete their credit recovery courses. During this study’s PDSA cycle, incentives were
an intervention that I considered during the planning stage, but external factors limited
my ability to also test incentives as an intervention. Prior research by Kuhfeld et al.
(2020) found students from marginalized communities often do not have the same
resources and family supports to provide motivation for course completion at home.
Ideally, the most valuable incentive should be intrinsic, for students to gain back the
credit they need to graduate. However, realistically, based on the data collected in this
study and from years of experience, students who find themselves needing credit
recovery, often need external motivators to help them experience academic success.
Other researchers (Dorn et al., 2020; Kelly, 2020) found family dynamics
influence student priorities at home, sometimes placing academic requirements below
other pressing family needs such as caring for siblings or working to help bring in money
for the family. Some families lack academic skills to support students at home with
virtual courses (Kuhfeld et al., 2020). In my study, I also found over half of the students
did not have reliable internet at home, while others reported multiple distractions at
home. I believe incentives provided by school can foster healthy competition and lead to
promising results if planned and used appropriately.
Although incentives were not a part of the PDSA research, the freshman success
teacher planned a pizza party on the last day of the credit recovery course for students
who passed their class. Students found out about the party during the last week of the
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class, and it motivated some who were still lingering to complete their modules. (Due to
COVID-19 restrictions, the pizza party turned into an individually boxed Chick-fil-A
meal, but the students enjoyed it nonetheless.) During the party, one student said, “I
stayed up late the last two nights to finish my class so I could come to the party!”
Similarly, the previous school year, the AWHS counseling department used $5 gift cards
and public recognition to motivate students to complete credit recovery courses. Since
credit recovery courses are self-paced, counselors gave students a gift card and took their
pictures when they passed their course. The picture was posted in a school-wide
newsletter that provided students with positive reinforcement from their peers and
teachers. While the outcomes of these incentives were beyond the parameters of my
study, this suggests that students may be motivated by incentives to complete their course
modules and would therefore merit further study as an intervention.
The VirtualSC program relies on individual districts to determine their own
student eligibility criteria for taking credit recovery courses. A third recommendation is
for future researchers to identify key reasons students do not pass credit recovery courses
and develop a possible state-wide “indicator-of-student-success” tool to help identify
which students may do well in credit recovery courses as opposed to repeating the initial
credit class in its entirety. This might help students and teachers save time school
resources and from failed credit recovery attempts by students who may not be a good fit
for this type of self-paced module.
A final recommendation for future research stems from the belief of some
research participants that the Algebra 1 credit recovery course was more difficult than the
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initial class itself. While this topic was beyond the parameters of my research, findings
suggest a curricular misalignment between the initial credit class versus the credit
recovery class. Therefore, future researchers could conduct a study to determine the
alignment between statewide Algebra 1 curriculum and standards and the Algebra 1
credit recovery course, which, according to the VirtualSC course description, comes from
the South Carolina College- and Career-Ready Standards for Mathematics
(www.virtualsc.org). Researching the alignment between the two courses could provide
opportunities to further improve instruction and learning for students in Algebra 1.
School Systems
The findings from my research can inform educational leaders at my school,
within my district, and the state about the social-emotional and academic supports that
students and teachers reported as being helpful to experience success in recovering
credits needed for graduation via VirtualSC credit recovery. Also, from an educational
leader’s perspective in a school setting, these findings can be used confidently, to support
the allocation of certified teachers to staff Individualized Learning labs. This practice can
help students with the subject-specific help they need to move through the learning
modules in the virtual credit recovery courses.
The following recommendations are intended for school systems that already
utilize virtual credit recovery programs or operate virtual initial credit courses. My first
recommendation is that schools should staff Individual Learning labs with subjectspecific certified teachers. Schools should ensure that students taking specific subjects
virtually, are scheduled into the labs with the same subject-specific certified teachers. In
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my analysis, I found evidence suggesting that creating cohort groups of students works
best so students can also get support and help from their peers who may have already
completed the modules.
Another reason that I recommend staffing credit recovery labs with subjectspecific certified teachers is that both math teachers said they think it would work best if
students were kept together on the same pacing so they could teach the modules to the
entire group of students and allow them to work on the lessons afterward. For example,
Math teacher A constantly repeated the same instructions because students moved
through the modules at different paces. If they were all in the same class, teachers could
teach content to all students at the same time.
The second recommendation is for schools to develop systems that encourage or
require students to communicate with their virtual teachers. For example, administrators
could designate five to ten minutes of each block for students taking credit recovery to
check and respond to virtual teacher email communication or to initiate communication
with them by asking for help with the content. Communication improvements are an
important intervention because when asked if they engaged in regular communication
with their VirtualSC teacher, 78% of the student responses indicated they did not.
Communication with the virtual teacher is a critical part of students being successful in
the credit recovery courses. Every student gets a welcome email from their VirtualSC
teacher and on-going communications throughout the semester about pacing status, offers
to provide assistance, and drop warning emails. However, when students do not check
their messages, they miss this important information and assistance.
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The final recommendation is in regard to communication. In consideration of the
lack of engagement on the part of students with their VirtualSC teachers and based on the
comments shared by the veteran VirtualSC teacher in this stud, I recommend that virtual
and in-person teachers implement enhanced communication strategies with their students.
This would include using more texting communications instead of only relying on email
communications. If students are logging in to their virtual courses as they should, they
would see the messages from teachers, but they have the freedom of not checking them. I
believe that since students use their cell phones so regularly, that text messaging might be
a better way of engaging them in two-way communication with teachers.
Blended learning proved to be beneficial to the freshmen students taking
VirtualSC credit recovery courses at AWHS. This study was conducted over the course
of a semester and was accomplished by using the resources already available at the
school. Virtual learning is a growing phenomenon that most schools implemented during
the COVID-19 school shutdowns of 2020 and continues to be a highly used form of
providing students with needed coursework. Future researchers can add to the body of
research by testing new interventions. The recommendations from this research study are:
•

Future researchers could utilize larger sample sizes to compare passage
rates statistically based on the credit recovery subject.

•

Future researchers could conduct an improvement science PDSA cycle to
test using incentives for students to help motivate them to complete their
credit recovery courses.

•

Future researchers could identify key reasons students do not pass credit
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recovery courses and develop a possible state-wide “indicator-of-studentsuccess” tool to help identify which students may do well in credit
recovery courses.
•

Future researchers could conduct a study to determine the alignment of the
Algebra 1 standards taught in the initial credit course compared to the
standards that are taught in the Algebra 1 credit recovery course

•

Schools should ensure that students taking specific subjects are scheduled
into Individualized Learning Labs with the same subject-specific certified
teachers.

•

Schools should develop systems that encourage or require students to
communicate with their virtual teachers. (Require students to check and
respond to virtual teacher emails each day or weekly)

•

Virtual teachers and in-person teachers should implement enhanced
communication strategies with their students, namely text messaging tools
in addition to email for students who would engage better via texting.

Conclusion
The COVID-19 pandemic changed us in ways that were never imagined. It
exposed existing inequities in the American social justice system, healthcare industry, the
housing market, and even in the current educational system. This research study was
established after the school shut-downs of March 2020 led to increased academic failures
and social-emotional crises among students all across the nation. Moving immediately to
a one hundred percent virtual learning format in a matter of days manifested in both
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social-emotional and academic traumas that affected hundreds of students at my school.
More students than in past years had failed classes they needed to graduate and
thus required more students to take credit recovery courses. Lack of in-person teaching,
learning, and socialization led to a need for more in-person support and interaction to
remediate students from the learning losses that occurred due to the school shutdowns
(Dorn et al., 2020). This Improvement Science study was conducted to implement
blended learning interventions with fully virtual credit recovery classes to determine if
students would experience improved outcomes.
In this study, 28 freshmen who failed a core academic class they needed to
graduate during the Fall semester of 2021 were monitored. They took a VirtualSC credit
recovery course second semester while receiving a blended learning intervention. The
study’s PDSA cycle was introduced in this dissertation's methods chapter, and the “plan”
and “do” cycles were introduced and explained. AWHS saw a rise in credit recovery
failures during the entirely virtual and limited in-person school months. Therefore, I
researched interventions that would address both academic and social-emotional learning
losses to determine if providing personal interaction, socialization, and academic
assistance would improve virtual credit recovery passage rates.
During this mixed-methods study, I used both qualitative and quantitative
methods to collect and analyze data. My findings show students and teachers both felt
that in-person instruction and socialization with peers helped provide the support and
motivation needed to help students complete their courses and earn back their credits.
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Providing a conducive learning environment during the school day allowed students to
have access to trusted and skilled teachers who could assist them with their
courses/learning and access to reliable internet service required to access and complete
their credit recovery coursework. While 50% of the students reported having internet at
home, only 11% said they prefer working on their virtual courses at home. Therefore,
students benefited from having a quiet, adequate school environment to complete their
courses.
Additionally, my quantitative data analysis substantiated the positive effects of
blended learning on student passage rates. The students in the current research study
were compared to last spring’s freshmen students, who also had failed a core academic
course and needed credit recovery. The two groups of students were statistically
analyzed to ensure they were similar in demographic make-ups such as ethnicity, grade
level, and socioeconomic status to discount other factors outside of the blended learning
that made a difference in the number of students who passed their courses.
The chi-square test determined a statistically significant increase in passage rates
of the students who received the blended learning interventions. Face-to-face instruction
and assistance with virtual coursework, real-time progress monitoring, individual
conferencing with the Freshman Success teacher, classroom support from the school
counselor, peer social interaction and help with virtual coursework proved to be
beneficial for students. During the upcoming school year at AWHS, continued blended
learning will be implemented with students taking initial credit virtual courses. However,
the priority will remain on students who need to recover credits needed to graduate.
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In the wake of COVID-19, educational practices have shifted to increased use of
online and virtual learning. Yet as teachers, students, and families struggle to catch up,
there is an increased need to support students who need to complete credit recovery
courses. While the improvement science study is limited to a small sample size at a single
school, I believe that other institutions would benefit from implementing these strategies.
This study offers suggestions for schools who have the staffing resources and technology
to provide marginalized students who are struggling to meet graduation requirements
with the necessary tools for them to experience academic success.
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Appendix A

Parent Opt-Out Permission Form/Information About the Research Study
Clemson University
USING BLENDED LEARNING TO SUPPORT STUDENTS DURING THE COVID-19
PANDEMIC TO INCREASE CREDIT RECOVERY PASSAGE RATES: A MIXEDMETHODS STUDY

KEY INFORMATION ABOUT THE RESEARCH STUDY
Mrs. Anjail Salahudin-Bolden, a doctoral candidate at Clemson University, is inviting
your child to volunteer for a research study.
Study Purpose: The purpose of this research is to determine if blended learning can help
increase credit recovery passage rates.
Voluntary Consent: Participation is voluntary, and your child has the option to not
participate. You may tell me at any time that you do not want your child to be in the
study. Your child’s grades will not be affected by any decision you make about this
study. I will also ask your child if he/she wants to take part in this study. Your child may
refuse to take part or quit being in the study at any time.
Activities and Procedures: Your child’s part in the study will be to share their thoughts
and about taking a virtual credit recovery course on a student survey and during informal
communications with school staff. Your child’s responses will be documented on a
secure Google sheets document. Your child’s grades and progress monitoring (weekly
grades and whether assignments are being turned in on time) will be collected and used to
help determine the effects of blended learning. There will also be classroom observations
taking place in the freshman success class by Mrs. Salahudin-Bolden. Your child may
refuse to answer any questions or leave the survey at any time if he/she becomes
uncomfortable.
Participation Time: This research will take place during second semester and will end in
May 2022. During this semester, your child will be asked to complete a survey in the
freshman success class. It will take your child about 10 minutes to complete the survey
Your child will not miss any time from their core classes to participate in this study.
Risks and Discomforts: We do not expect or know of any risks or discomfort to your
child as a participant in this study.
Possible Benefits: Previous studies show increased student passage rates in virtual
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courses by using blending learning. This study has the potential to benefit your child if
they take future virtual courses by identifying interventions and strategies to use with
students taking virtual credit recovery to increase their chances of passing the course.
Further, this study will be able to help many other students in the school, district, and
state who take virtual credit recovery.
S.C. MANDATORY REPORTING LAW
The research team includes individuals who are mandatory reporters. Your family’s
personal information may be disclosed if required by law. This means that there may be
rare situations that require us to release personal information about your family, e.g., in
case a judge requires such release in a lawsuit or if your child tell us of their intent to
harm themselves or others (including reporting behaviors consistent with child abuse or
neglect). In accordance with S.C. Code §63-7-310, we are required to report child abuse
or neglect.
PROTECTION OF PRIVACY AND CONFIDENTIALITY: The results of this study
may be published in scientific journals, professional publications, or educational
presentations. The information will include overall passage rates of students taking credit
recovery classes and whether blending learning seems to help students pass credit
recovery classes.
No students will be identified in the publication of this study. All records and
information obtained from this study will be kept confidentially by Anjail
Salahudin-Bolden. All information collected and retained during this study will be
kept in school files and documents that are only accessible with a secure school
password. STUDENT NAMES WILL NOT BE RECORDED WITH DATA.
I will store all student data on my school's password protected, secure Google Drive as
well as the district's secure backup drive for employees for storing secure information. I
will de-identify all data that I collect and replace names with pseudonyms. I will keep the
data table of participant names and pseudonyms with a password in a separate location.
CONTACT INFORMATION: If you have any questions or concerns about your child’s
rights in this research study, please contact the Clemson University Office of Research
Compliance (ORC) at 864-656-0636 or irb@clemson.edu. The Clemson IRB will not be
able to answer some study-specific questions. However, you may contact the Clemson
IRB if the research staff cannot be reached or if you wish to speak with someone other
If you have any study related questions or if any problems arise, please contact Anjail
Salahudin-Bolden at asbolden@greenville.k12.sc.us or (864) 355-0121.
CONSENT: By allowing your child to participate in the study, you indicate that you
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have
read the information written above, been allowed to ask any questions, and you are
voluntarily choosing for your child to take part in this research. You do not give up any
legal rights by having your child take part in this research study.
FAMILY EDUCATIONAL RIGHTS AND PRIVACY ACT (FERPA): The Family
Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) requires written consent if student’s
educational records (i.e., class assignments, transcripts) will be used for research
purposes.
OPT-OUT: You only need to return this if you don’t want your child’s information to be
used in the research study. Again, no identifying information will be included so your child’s
identity will not be known, only summative data for educational purposes.
_____ I DO NOT consent to the use of my child’s educational records for research purposes.
Print student’s name: __________________________________________
Print parent/guardian’s name: _____________________________________________
Parent/guardian’s signature: ____________________________________ Date: _______
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Appendix B
Student Survey Protocol
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Appendix C
Student Monitoring Sheet

109

Appendix D
Student Survey Responses- Feeling About School
How do you feel about schoolwork in general? (like, dislike, why?)
Algebra 1

English 1

Biology 1

Its easy but I can't understand
due to a disability I have.

Its easy but I can't
understand due to a
disability I have.

I feel like I can do it faster here because
there’s help.

It's very boring and time
consuming, I don't enjoy it.

I like schoolwork when its
easy to understand.

i dislike it because its a lot of
work and stress and they dont
care

It's okay I dont mind it.

i dislike it because its a lot of
work and stress and they dont
care

I dont like it because you got
to do alot of work.

As long as it isnt homework im
fine with it.
It’s a lot of work and sometimes
I have trouble keeping up with it
dislike because it's
overwhelming
I have a love hate relationship
with school work because if I
didnt have work to do I´d do
nothing all day.
dislike cause of my ADHD
dislike because it can be
stressful
some of the work is easy, some
are hard
I dislike it because its not
interesting or something I can
eventually get into.
Not really enjoyable but I can
complete it if I put my mind to it
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I'ma be honest here the only reason I do
schoolwork is so i can play sports in college
but i got reminded if i don't do the work i will
stay back so now i do every single
assignment.

Appendix E
IRB Approval
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Appendix F
Exempt Adult Consent Form
Information about the Research Study
Clemson University
USING BLENDED LEARNING TO SUPPORT STUDENTS DURING THE COVID-19
PANDEMIC TO INCREASE CREDIT RECOVERY PASSAGE RATES: A MIXEDMETHODS STUDY
KEY INFORMATION ABOUT THE RESEARCH STUDY
Anjail Salahudin-Bolden is inviting you to volunteer for a research study. Anjail SalahudinBolden is a Doctoral Student at Clemson University.
Study Purpose: The purpose of this research is to determine if blended learning can help
increase credit recovery passage rates.
Voluntary Consent: Participation is voluntary, and you have the option to not participate.
Activities and Procedures: Your part in the study will be to share your thoughts and perceptions
about students who take credit recovery courses.
Participation Time: It will take you about 30- 60 minutes to discuss with me your perceptions,
over the course of the next month or two.
Risks and Discomforts: There are no known harms or risks with taking part in the study.
Possible Benefits: You may not benefit directly from participating in this study, other than
knowing that you are positively contributing to educational research that may help student
outcomes.
PROTECTION OF PRIVACY AND CONFIDENTIALITY
The results of this study will be included in my dissertation and may also be published in
scientific journals, professional publications, or educational presentations. No teachers
will be identified in the publication of this study. All records and information obtained
from this study will be kept confidentially by Anjail Salahudin-Bolden. All information
collected and retained during this study will be kept in school files and documents that
are only accessible with a secure school password. STUDENT NAMES WILL NOT BE
RECORDED WITH DATA.
•

The information collected during the study will not be used or distributed for
future research studies.
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CONTACT INFORMATION
If you have any questions or concerns about your rights in this research study, please contact the
Clemson University Office of Research Compliance (ORC) at 864-656-0636 or
irb@clemson.edu. The Clemson IRB will not be able to answer some study-specific questions.
However, you may contact the Clemson IRB if the research staff cannot be reached or if you wish
to speak with someone other than the research staff.
If you have any study related questions or if any problems arise, please contact Dr. Daniella Hall
Sutherland at: Dhall5@clemson.edu
CONSENT
By participating in the study, you indicate that you have read the information written above, been
allowed to ask any questions, and you are voluntarily choosing to take part in this research. You
do not give up any legal rights by taking part in this research study.
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Appendix G
Executive Summary
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